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Terrible Things

Mayday Parade

With or Without You

U2

I Remember You

Skid Row

Here Without You

3 Doors Down

Fall for You

Secondhand Serenade

Ocean Avenue

Yellowcard

Take Me Away

Morgan Wade

Stubborn Love

The Lumineers

Never Tear Us Apart

INXS

Cryin’

Aerosmith

Always

Bon Jovi

More Than Words

Extreme

Thinking Out Loud

Ed Sheeran

Please Forgive Me

Bryan Adams

Love of a Lifetime

FireHouse


To Marlana Grela who inspired all the fun one liners that the Marlana in this story lays out.

You truly are the hidden badass that the fictional one turns out to be.


Prologue

Rome

Eighteen Years Ago
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My fingers dug into my scalp as I sat, holding my head in both hands. The burn in my chest felt as if it was reaching a point that was unbearable. She needed me, and I had to get back in that room. But I required a moment to get myself under control. I hadn’t been sure if I was going to put the hard chair I’d been sleeping in all night through the wall or burst into tears and bury my face into the mattress beside her.

This wasn’t fair. Her life hadn’t been fair.

Rage, hate, helplessness, all spiraling together, were a dangerous combination. It took your breath away. I craved an outlet, but had none. Not here. Not within these fucking walls.

Until the day I died, there would never be a smell that I abhorred more than that of a hospital. It was here where I’d been told about her cancer. Here where she’d barely survived the last surgery. And I knew it was going to be here where she closed her eyes for the last time.

“Rome.” The soft voice said my name, and with it came relief.

My chest eased, although the pain remained, and the anger released its talons. I jerked my head up and stared into the face of my very own fucking angel. The agony reflected in her cornflower-blue eyes matched my own.

I stood up, towering over her five-foot-five frame, and pulled her against my chest. Able to take my first deep breath, I sucked in air as her arms wrapped around me. Bending down, I buried my nose in her hair. If there were a balm for the soul, then Salem Gray was mine.

“You got my message.” My voice was hoarse with the lack of sleep and emotion clogging my throat.

She clung to my shirt and nodded. “I was at the studio. I’d left my phone charging and put it on Silent since it was so late. I didn’t see it until two hours later. I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner.”

I ran a hand through her long, silky black hair, keeping her head against my chest. With her like this, I felt strong enough. She gave me strength as much as she did solace. I didn’t know how the hell I’d survived the past year without holding her every day.

My eyes closed as her warmth seeped into me, pushing out the cold that had been buried deep within my chest.

She’d last been in my arms two weeks ago, and every time she left, it was getting harder to watch her drive away. Keeping her with me, beside me, beneath me…

My hands tightened instantly as the memory of her throwing her head back, crying out my name, sent a bolt of need straight to my dick. God, even now, here, facing my fucking worst nightmare, Salem could make me hard. She’d been doing it so easily since she had been too young for me to be noticing. But so fucking beautiful for me to miss.

Her sniffle was the reminder I needed that she wasn’t here for me to sink my cock into.

“Is she…is she awake, alert?” Salem’s voice was thick with a sorrow that mirrored my own.

Pulling myself together, I lifted my head and nodded. “Yeah. She’ll want to see you.”

Salem’s eyes were wet with tears. Her long black eyelashes were spiky as she wiped at her face and took in a deep, unsteady breath. Stepping back from me, she gave me a smile so fucking heartbreaking that I fought the need to reach up and rub my chest.

“I don’t want her to see me like this.” She let out a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob. More tears continued to fall, and she worked diligently to catch them. “I can already hear her telling me, Don’t you start crying over what is meant to be, Salem. Just keep walking the path and find the beauty in the road ahead.”

The first smile in what felt like weeks tugged at the corners of my mouth. “That sounds just like Momma,” I agreed. “You even got her Alabama twang down.”

Salem pressed her full pink lips together. “Whew,” she said, blinking several times and straightening her shoulders. “I’m good. I can do this.”

Momma wasn’t going to be fooled. Salem’s red-rimmed eyes hinted at the crying she must have been doing on her drive down here from Savannah.

Since Salem had left back in August for her freshman year in college, I’d found that I hated the state of Georgia. It had taken her from me. Mom’s illness had brought Salem home often, and taking care of Momma had kept me preoccupied for the most part. But there were those days when I literally ached to get on my Harley and go to her.

I cupped her face with my hand, which appeared large and tanned against her porcelain skin. “Just let me look at you for a minute.” My voice was raspy and thick.

The softness in her expression as she gazed up at me always seemed to fix the shit in my chest. It had been that way since the first day I had walked into Momma’s house to fix her broken dishwasher, only to find Salem sitting at the kitchen table with school books spread out. She’d lifted her head, and those eyes had met mine. I could still remember feeling like someone had sucked all the oxygen from my lungs.

She had been a month away from turning sixteen, and I was nineteen. I didn’t live at home anymore and had gotten an apartment with a friend of mine. I’d decided college wasn’t for me, and I’d gone to trade school instead and gotten certified in motorcycle repair with a specialization in Harley-Davidsons. I had just started working at a place halfway between McIntosh, where Mom lived, and Ocala when Salem came to live with her.

Everything in my life changed that day. The plan I had set for my future shifted, and she was the only path I wanted. The only one I could see.

When Mom sent me pictures of Salem with some fucker, all dressed up for prom, I threw the wrench in my hand through the Sheetrock. Following that, I got drunk, broke things off with the girl I’d been fucking, and decided I was moving back to McIntosh. Giving Salem time to grow up, graduate—hell, become legal—was no longer in the cards. I had to go protect what was mine. Even if she didn’t know it yet.

And I did. Then she left me one year later. She graduated, got a scholarship in art, and went off to pursue her dream. Momma was so fucking proud. She was getting to do what Momma had always wanted to do herself. But instead of getting to create art for a living, Momma had had to settle for teaching it to high school kids. Which was how she’d found Salem. How she’d saved Salem from an abusive home and brought her into hers. Salem had become ours.

Bending my head, I pressed a kiss to her lips, wishing I could pull her against me and taste the candy sweetness of her mouth. But now wasn’t the time. I’d been gone too long. Mom needed us.

“Let’s go,” I said, then reached down to thread my fingers through hers before leading her down the hallway that would haunt my dreams.

Salem’s tiny hand squeezed mine, and although simple, it gave me strength. She’d be there with me through it all. When my world was yanked out from under me and Momma was…gone, I’d have Salem to help me find a way to make it without her.

When I had been three years old, the man who had helped create me left Mom for his younger secretary. He’d gotten her pregnant and wanted to have a family with her. Although I knew Mom had left the door open for communication, he never contacted me, reached out, or tried to have a relationship with me.

It was just me and her.

Every football and baseball game, she’d been there. Cheering me on. When I was sick, it was Mom who took care of me. When I’d decided college wasn’t for me and I chose not to take the baseball scholarship to the University of Florida but instead became a motorcycle mechanic, she’d stood by me.

She wanted me to live the life I chose. Not one she chose for me.

The only thing in my life that I’d wanted that she didn’t approve of was Salem.

Mom loved her like her own daughter and had worked hard to get Salem a scholarship so she could do something with her gift. That was what she called Salem’s art—a gift. She swore she’d never seen someone so young who could create such intense emotion with the stroke of her brush.

“She’s young, Rome. And her soul has been damaged. It’s one of the reasons her art is so deep, so moving. And you, my beautiful boy, want different things. You see life in another light. One she doesn’t fit into. There is only heartbreak in your future if you continue this. Let her go now before it’s too late. Before you love her.”

That had been the month before Salem left for college. I’d wanted to laugh. Before I love her? I’d been in love with her since day one. That ship had sailed before I took my next breath. I’d never had a chance to not fall in love with her.

Stopping outside the door that led into Mom’s room, I prepared myself for the frail woman who was lying inside on that bed. She looked nothing like the vibrant, smiling beauty she had once been. Cancer had taken its toll on her body.

Salem pressed a kiss to my biceps since her head barely reached my shoulder, and I pushed the door open, then stood back for her to go inside first. Mom’s eyes were closed, and if it wasn’t for the heart monitor, I’d think she’d passed on. So pale and still. So fucking small.

Salem let go of my hand and went to her side. The sway of her long black hair brushing against her back, hitting just above her narrow waist, gave me something to focus on besides my mother dying in the bed.

When Salem’s hand touched Mom’s, her eyes opened, and she smiled.

“Aren’t you a sight?” Mom said in a weak voice. “Just get lovelier every day.”

Salem sat down in the chair I’d been in all night, holding Mom’s hand. “Vanna Rey, flattery will get you everywhere,” she teased, bringing a laugh from Mom’s dry lips.

“I’m glad you came,” she told Salem, her eyes saying things I didn’t want to hear. That I couldn’t accept. Not yet.

“Where else would I be?” Salem asked, the emotion heavy in her voice, although she was trying to keep it light.

“Oh,” Mom said, “setting the art world on its ear with your gift perhaps.”

Salem let out a chuckle. “I’m just trying to get through Professor Gildon’s Digital Communication’s class. You know I am terrible with technology.”

Mom’s smile widened. “Born in the wrong century.” She told her that often.

Salem sighed. “You just think that because I can sing more ’80s rock songs than you can.”

More laughter from Momma.

Seeing her eyes lighten with amusement lessened the tightness in my chest. Salem was good for her. Hell, she was good for me. She was the fucking sunshine, and when she walked into your world, she brightened up areas you hadn’t even known were dark.

“I’m going, Salem.” Mom’s words took on a serious tone that I didn’t want to hear. “And I want you to promise me one thing.”

Salem didn’t speak; she just nodded. I knew she was fighting back tears.

Mom picked Salem’s hand up and placed it between both of hers. “Share your gift. Live the life it can bring you. Live your dream. Chase it. You deserve it. My body might have failed me, but just because it’s leaving doesn’t mean I am. I’ve got you two to watch as you find your way in this world. I’ll be there, even though you can’t see me cheering you on. So, give me something to cheer for.”

Salem’s shoulders shook. She nodded as a sob escaped, and her free hand flew up to her mouth to muffle it.

“It’s okay to cry, honey. It’s our way of releasing the sadness and pain so that we can find our peace again.”

Salem pressed her forehead to Mom’s hands that held hers, and I watched as her body shook and the tears fell. Momma raised her eyes to me. Unable to watch Salem any longer, her pain an echo of my own, I went to stand behind her and placed my hand on her back. My touch seemed to slowly calm her, and we were all silent while she regained composure.

Finally, she lifted her head and wiped her tear-streaked face. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I need to go get a tissue.”

Momma nodded, and Salem stood up to leave the room. I watched her go, torn between wanting to follow her to make sure she was okay, to comfort her and hold her, and staying, for fear of leaving Mom. What if I walked out again and she left this world before I could return?

“Come here,” Mom said, holding her hand out to me.

The lump in my throat was the size of a basketball. Panic and fear came roaring to the front of all the different emotions battling inside me. I felt like a little boy again. Staring down at my mother, terrified every breath she took could be her last.

Sinking down into the chair that Salem had just left, I grabbed her hand and held it in both of mine, the same way she had held Salem’s. It was cold and thin.

“If you love her, you will let her go,” Mom said firmly. “She adores you, and I know you love that girl. But, son, her life is on a different path—one you don’t want to follow—and she will leave all her dreams behind for you. She’ll change everything for you. She needs to be free to chase those dreams.”

The way my mom hadn’t gotten to do. My father had knocked her up, and I’d flipped her life upside down. She said she loved me and wouldn’t change a thing, but I knew I had held her back. My entrance into the world had ended all her plans.

“I don’t…” I said, swallowing hard. “I don’t think I can live without her, Momma.”

She smiled at me. “You are a strong, smart, independent man. And Salem is your first love. Those are the ones that prepare us for the future loves, the heartaches to come, and later on down the road, if we are lucky, we get the one who was meant for us. Some go forever without that. Some find their joy in their jobs and”—she turned her hand, palm up, inside mine and gave me a weak squeeze—“some find it in their children.”

I shook my head. “She’s not just my first love, Momma. She’s my…she owns my soul.”

The sadness in her eyes wasn’t what I wanted to see. It meant she was going to say more that I didn’t want to hear.

“You own your soul. It’s just taken with hers because she shines so bright. But if you don’t let her go, let her chase her dreams, use her gift, her light will dim until it’s extinguished. You don’t want to be the one to do that.”

My eyes stung with unshed tears. She was lying here, dying, leaving me to continue this life without her in it, and she was telling me that the one thing I lived for was something I couldn’t keep.

“The things you don’t know about her…life before, the things she lived through…she’s broken in ways that I’ve tried to help heal, but they marked her. She’ll always strive to make you happy. She’ll put you first. It’s the way she is wired. If she thinks you need her when I’m gone, she’ll come here. She will leave it all behind to be by your side.” Mom stopped and took in a wheezing breath as she struggled to continue.

“Momma,” I said, trying to stop her.

She didn’t need to be talking so much, and the shit she was saying was shattering me.

“No, let me finish,” she rasped. “Life isn’t fair, and it’s painful. And you, my beautiful boy, are the greatest thing that has ever happened to me. I don’t regret a moment of it. Now, go live your life, Rome Cayson Bower. Find your dream. And let Salem go after hers. Set her free.”


1

Salem

Present Day
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The black wool coat that I had tightly wrapped around my chest was more for comfort than warmth. The late January arctic breeze in Massachusetts could normally slice through my Southern-born bones. I had been told numerous times that I would acclimate to the weather up here. That had been eighteen years ago, and I had not, in fact, acclimated. But it wasn’t the promise of snow in the air that had me gripping on to the coat that was an expensive gift my mother-in-law had given me for Christmas two years ago.

If only it were.

I wanted to shout at the top of my lungs that he hadn’t wanted this. He had wanted to be cremated. He’d said being buried in the ground was a waste of good soil. If I didn’t feel so lost, I’d smile at the memory.

“Take me to a pub, Salem. Get a pint of the black stuff and sláinte to my memory.”

The corner of my mouth tugged as his words replayed so clearly in my head. His husky Irish accent, thick blond hair, the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, and his smile were things I would only have in my memory now. The ache went deep gripping tightly at my throat as the priest spoke. I couldn’t focus on anything he was saying.

As the casket was lowered to the ground, all I could do was watch it with a mix of horror and loss.

It seemed like only yesterday when I’d bumped into Eamon while walking to a coffee shop just off campus between classes, yet it was also as if we’d lived a lifetime since then as well. He was beautiful. A talented artist. Someone I could relate to. We enjoyed the same things. He made me laugh. He’d always said that he had loved me at first sight.

Standing here as the finality of all we had been through sank in, I ached to do so many things differently. Be the woman he had deserved right from the start. He had put up with so much from me.

Years later, when I had told him how much I regretted our earlier years, he had held me and whispered against my temple, “You were always my one, stór.”

Eamon had been so charming, and I’d been so broken. All my trust and faith in men had been destroyed. First by my father and his abuse, then by the boy I’d thought I’d love forever. The one who…the one who had consumed my thoughts as I lay in bed many sleepless nights, feeling guilty because he still owned a piece of my soul.

I’d give anything to get that piece back.

A lone tear rolled down my face as the casket disappeared from my view. I’d have taken his ashes to every pub in Boston and drunk the awful beer he’d loved, like he’d wanted. However, Keira Murphy wasn’t one to be argued with. What she said was law, and I’d learned years ago that when she spoke, both her husband and son listened. Eamon would have understood that. Although I had been his wife for fourteen years, I had no control over the woman standing beside me.

For as much as Eamon had loved me…his mother did not. To begin with, I wasn’t Irish or Catholic. Then, to make matters worse, in her eyes, I was Southern. Keira had believed that Eamon would marry a Boston socialite. Not some orphan girl who was at Rhode Island School of Design on a full scholarship and had come from the small town of McIntosh, Florida. I wasn’t truly an orphan, but they didn’t know that. Not even Eamon had known the truth.

I’d held many secrets from him. But he’d always known that there was someone else. That I’d been broken when he found me.

A whimper came from my left, and I glanced over to see Keira clinging to Eamon’s father, Cormac. My chest ached every time I looked at the man. All I could think was that if Eamon had been given the chance to reach his sixties, he’d have been a replica of his father…but he’d never see past thirty-nine. The sorrow was a part of me, I’d decided.

My life wasn’t meant to be a fairy tale. There was no happy ending. I’d been dealt one bad hand after another.

People began to slowly leave as others came to speak to the Murphys and me to share their condolences. Every second that ticked by, I played a part. Being the perfect daughter-in-law and responding the way that Keira would want me to. When, in reality, I wanted to tell them all to meet me at the nearest pub. Just like in life, I’d let Eamon down. By not loving him as much as he loved me. And now, by allowing his mother to give him the funeral she wanted. Not the one he had asked for.

I’m sorry I failed you. I did love you, and I will forever mourn that we didn’t grow old together, holding hands on the front porch swing, like you imagined. You’d found me when my heart was just a pile of fragmented pieces and picked up what was left, one by one. It wasn’t your fault that I was damaged, and you loved me anyway.

You were my best friend, Eamon Murphy. You loved me when I felt unlovable. How am I supposed to navigate this life without you?


2

Salem

One Year Later
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I know this isn’t an actual pub by your standards, but they have Guinness. That is all that matters, right?

Twisting the wedding ring set on my finger, I grinned, thinking about the face Eamon would make if he were here. I often talked to him in my head and then imagined his responses. It helped with the loneliness. Eamon would have called this a yuppie bar, then told me to take off the wedding rings, that I was using them as a crutch.

He would have been right. After tonight, I was taking them off and tucking both back into the velvet box the engagement ring had come in. But since I was at a bar in a strange city, I was keeping them on for now.

Paradise Brew, the name on the outside of the building, had caught my attention on my way to the hotel this afternoon. It had a funky vibe to it. Seeing as I had arrived in town hours ago for a job interview tomorrow and I knew little of the city, I’d wanted to find a bar that was close to my hotel and didn’t look sketchy. The bar scene really wasn’t my thing, but today, I had to drink a Guinness. Paradise Brew had seemed like a safe place to do that.

The live band that was performing tonight sounded like a possible distraction for me, but I knew I wouldn’t stay long enough for them to take the stage. I was alone in a new city. That would be stupid. Sure, I’d grown up in Florida, but it had been in a small town north of here. Miami was not small or quaint. It would have been intimidating to the girl who had left Florida eighteen years ago. The thirty-seven-year-old me had lived in Savannah, Rhode Island, and then eventually Boston where I’d stayed the past sixteen years. I could handle it. And I was aware of the dangers of being out alone at night.

I’d been thankful for the job interview coming when it did. This wasn’t a day I wanted to sit inside the house that had been our home…remembering. The tears had dried up, and I was finding my way in the world again without having a partner. I missed Eamon every day, and that would never go away, but I was ready to live a life again. Instead of just going through the motions.

Having a pint of Guinness was more than I could handle. I’d never get it choked down. Instead, I’d ordered a respectable glass of the black stuff, and I did a silent sláinte to Eamon.

To us. What we had. I hope it’s truly beautiful on the other side. Side note: can you believe I’m in Florida? I swore I’d never come back, yet, without you…I’m lost.

New England wasn’t home with Eamon gone. I was tired of walking into our house and being the only one there. It was like living in an echo that went on forever. The same thing every day. I was on autopilot and had been for a year.

Picking up the mug of beer, I scrunched my nose and took another drink. Yuck. I hated this stuff, but if Eamon was watching me from wherever he was now, then this would give him a laugh. We both needed it today. Twelve months since he’d taken his last breath while I held his hand. His last words, weak and a struggle for him to get out, still haunted me. I wanted to forget them. Pretend he’d said something else, yet like all things in life, Eamon had said exactly what he was thinking.

I just wished he hadn’t been thinking that in his last moments on earth. I’d beaten myself up over it so many times this last year that it was my closest friend now. The guilt of not being able to hide all my wounds, yet never sharing them with him had become a weight I carried around my neck. He’d known anyway.

“We have some real nice cocktails that you might enjoy more than that beer you’re trying to drink,” a female voice said, jerking me out of the deep thoughts I’d been letting take my mood down.

I lifted my head to see a blonde woman—with tight jeans, cowboy boots, and a black halter top that had Paradise Brew stretched across the front of her chest—smirking at me. She had one hand on her hip, and although she was gorgeous, she had a badass presence. It was an interesting combination. One of her eyebrows slightly rose in question, and I realized I’d been staring at her.

Feeling slightly embarrassed by that and the fact that someone had noticed me struggling to drink this beer, I gave her a sheepish smile and scrunched my nose.

“I have no doubt. It wouldn’t be difficult to make a cocktail that tasted better than this,” I quipped.

She let out an amused chuckle. “Please tell me this isn’t your first time drinking. If so, let me guide you to other options.”

This time, I laughed and shook my head. “God, no,” I replied. “I love a good cocktail, but this…” I paused, thinking of what I should say.

I’d learned that when people found out your husband was dead, they got weird and awkward. As if I were going to fall apart on them at any moment. But then I doubted I’d ever see this woman again, and she didn’t appear to be the type who didn’t know how to react to something. There was a strength in her gaze I wished I had.

“This was my husband’s favorite drink. He was Irish. Born right outside of Dublin.” I sighed, then smiled and held it up. “I’m drinking it for him. Sláinte, as he would say.” Then I downed some more.

When I set the mug back on the table, the woman looked at it, then back at me. “I’m sure he’s looking at you from the hereafter, laughing his ass off at the face you make every time you take a drink, wishing you’d order a drink that you wanted. Let me bring you something that agrees with your taste buds, and you can sit here and sláinte him for as long as you want. I can keep ’em coming.”

I stared at her. There was no pity in her eyes. When was the last time I’d looked at someone after they found out my husband was dead and not seen that? I hadn’t known how bad I needed it until now. It gave me a feeling of normalcy.

“I’m not planning on staying long. I’m in town for a job interview, and I’m alone. Being out late drinking isn’t the smartest idea. But thank you.”

She tilted her head to the side and gave me a pointed look. “You’ll be safe here. I’ll make sure of it. The Irish like to drink, and I’d bet your husband would have wanted you to enjoy yourself—with something other than Guinness, that is,” she told me. “I’m Pepper Abe. I own this bar. When you’re ready to go, I’ll have my security get you safely to your hotel. Relax. Stay awhile. The band tonight is popular with the locals. They do a bunch of old rock—’80s mostly.”

A brunette with a braid draped over her shoulder, dressed in shorts and a top identical to Pepper’s, walked behind her.

Pepper glanced back over her shoulder. “April, get my friend here…”

She swung her gaze back to me, and I could see the question in her expression.

“Salem,” I told her.

“Get Salem a lemon drop martini and make sure she is taken care of for me tonight.” She turned back to me. “The fried pickles are popular, and we normally sell out, so I’ll send you some over before things get busy.”

Um, okay…well, it sounded like I was staying at least for a lemon drop martini and fried pickles. It would be rude to leave before. Why not? This was better than sitting in a hotel room.

“Thank you. I appreciate it,” I told her.

She flashed me a crooked grin that made a dimple pop out in her cheek. “Salem. That’s a cool name. I’ll be back around to check on you. Tonight will be a full house for a Thursday. I need to make sure things are stocked at the bar and find out where one of my hostesses is; she can’t seem to get here on time.”

“Thanks, and don’t worry about me.” Because I wasn’t staying late.

A man came walking in, rolling a hand trolley with stacked up boxes, and she turned to see him.

“Greg! Those go in the back!” she called out, sounding annoyed, and headed in his direction.

Sighing, I sank back in the booth and watched her point at a door across the bar as she talked to the younger guy.

A lemon drop martini was one of my favorite cocktails. Odd how she’d chosen that for me. It wouldn’t hurt to have one or two, then maybe listen to a couple of songs by the band before I stepped out. The hotel was less than half a mile away.

Look at me—I’m out on a Thursday night. I know you’re proud.
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The third lemon drop martini was even better than the first two had been. I popped a fried pickle into my mouth while watching the band set up onstage. They didn’t start for another fifteen minutes. I considered ordering a cheeseburger to go, but decided I didn’t need it. The pickles were filling me up.

A vibration on the floor began, and I glanced around to see if anyone else had felt that. No one else seemed to be concerned as it grew in strength. A low rumble joined it. What in the world? The noise got louder, and the pictures on the wall near the entrance were shaking. Again, I checked, but not one person in here seemed to notice or care.

“Pepper wanted me to bring you this.” The brunette waitress she’d called April slid a plate with several different appetizers on it toward me.

“Thank you,” I replied, having to talk louder due to the rumble outside. “Um, what is that?” I asked before she could walk away.

She frowned for a moment, not sure what I’d meant, before her eyes lit up. “Oh, the noise. That’s The Judgment. When they all come together, it’s like that,” she replied, then spun around and hurried toward the door.

The Judgment? As in the Lord? What was she talking about?

I dropped my gaze to my glass. Maybe I’d had too many martinis because I was completely confused.

The double doors of the entrance swung open at the same time, and my eyes shot back up as the sound died almost altogether. A large, tattooed man, wearing a black leather vest with his hair in a ponytail and his arm draped over a redheaded woman at his side, came striding inside. Other leather-vest-wearing men with colorful artwork on their bodies followed. A few had women with them. They went to a section to my left but still in my line of vision. I didn’t want to be caught staring at them though so I stopped my inspection.

“Pep! Bring on the pickles, beautiful!” one of the men called out.

Pepper came walking in from the back. “Sit your ass down and be patient!” she shouted at him, then nodded her head at a blonde server to go get something.

I wondered if she was going to call security when she walked right into the thick of them and slapped one on the back and hugged another–who I could admit was gorgeous. As in he could be a model, even with the tattoos. The petite brunette he had tucked at his side smiled sweetly at Pepper, and she said something to her that made her throw her head back and laugh.

When one of them turned around, I could see the back of his vest. It read Judgment above half of a skull that wore a crown with angel wings and lightning bolts surrounding it. I realized now that the noise and vibration had been motorcycles. A lot of them.

This was not a place I’d have thought would be a biker bar, but I was ninety-nine percent sure that those people were bikers. And Pepper was very familiar with them. This wasn’t a random visit. They were regulars.

Are you seeing this? I asked Eamon silently.

You should have looked for a pub, would have been his reply.
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Taking a long pull from the Corona, I watched Nina squealing and screaming like she was at an actual Aerosmith concert while the band covered “Cryin’.” The lead singer was doing a poor imitation of Steven Tyler. Jars chuckled as he held her on his lap, as if someone was going to take his old lady from him. His possessive shit with her almost made me believe in love. Almost.

Nina’s long hot-pink nails wiggled in the air, and the tattooed ring around her finger made me grin and shake my head. That had been a Jars thing too. He’d wanted to make sure she couldn’t take off her wedding ring, so he’d made it permanent. I was there the night she had it done. Jars had been holding her in his lap then too.

Damn, I missed being here full-time.

My gaze moved over to our vice president of The Judgment MC, Micah, who was whispering to his pretty little wife, Dolly, while he wrapped his arms around her from behind. That shit was never going to get old. Seeing the biggest man slut I’d ever fucking known get addicted to one cunt. I couldn’t think of a bigger sweetheart than Dolly either. She was too good for him, and he knew it. But thanks to her, he no longer used my room to fuck bitches. I’d been ready to kill the motherfucker the next time I caught him in there.

I kept waiting for Prez to hand over the president title to Micah. Liam Walsh, the president of the MC, had moved to Ocala a couple of years ago to run Devil’s, the strip club we owned there. All our other clubs were in or around Miami. That one had been purchased when he found his daughter living there with the fucking boss of the Southern Mafia. He’d been looking for her for nineteen years, and he wanted to live near her. Now, he had two grandsons, a wife, and a baby boy. His family had grown, and his life revolved around them.

My life, it was here. This club. It was my family. The only one I had. Going to Ocala and staying for weeks at a time to help Prez manage things was getting old. Prez had his old lady, who was almost twenty years younger than him, and his baby to go home to at night. I was left at the club with the guys and the strippers. Not that I was complaining. Lots of hot, willing pussy to choose from each night, but, damn, I had that here.

Lifting my hand slightly, I motioned for Amethyst. She’d been one of our most popular strippers here in Miami until a year ago, when she finally retired from dancing. She helped us hire the girls now. She vetted them and was doing a fucking fantastic job too. If she didn’t get so damn jealous every time she walked in on me fucking one of the girls, then I might put her in my bed full-time. Just last week, she had come into the office at Toxic Throttle—our biggest and most popular strip club in Miami—to find Katnis bent over the desk while I took her from behind. Amethyst almost clawed out Katnis’s eyes, and I had to threaten to fire her ass to get her to back off Katnis. Hell, she’d hired the hot little redhead.

Long, pointy fingernails ran over my shoulder as Amethyst pressed as close to me as possible.

I glanced up at her. “Get me another,” I told her, handing her the empty bottle in my hand.

She took it, and I winked at her to sweeten the demand before she turned to do my bidding. I knew she wanted to be my old lady. She’d wanted it for years, but I wasn’t the type who had been built for that. I wouldn’t have a marriage like what Micah, Liam, Jars, and Brick all had with their old ladies. If I even attempted it, I’d have the shit show that Anson had after making Starlit—aka Mandy, one of the strippers at River Styx another of our clubs—his old lady. He was still fucking the club whores, and she kept catching him. It had been the same with Grinder when his old lady was alive. Violence and drama.

“Reckon Pepper is ever gonna give me a chance?” Country, one of the younger members of the MC, asked as he sat down beside me with a tall glass of whatever beer was on tap.

I smirked. “Nope.”

“Damn.”

“Yep.” I stretched and leaned back in my chair, glancing around for a waitress.

The hot little brunette with her ass cheeks hanging out of her cutoff shorts would be nice. I needed a cheeseburger and a better look at her up close. She was new—or new to me. I hadn’t been here in almost a month. Most of my time had been in Ocala, working at Devil’s.

Pepper was over at a booth behind us, talking to someone. I waited for her to finish so I could get her attention and order my cheeseburger through her. She’d get it out here faster.

“Here ya go, baby,” Amethyst purred close to my ear as she pressed her tits against the side of my head while bending down to hand me my beer.

I started to tell her to go order me the burger when Pepper stepped away from the table, and my eyes drifted over to the woman in the booth.

The band began playing a Guns N’ Roses song while the women with us started to cheer, yet it was as if the sound went from loud to being sucked out of the room. Leaving me sitting there in complete silence. I stared. This wasn’t the first time I’d thought I saw her or imagined what she looked like now, but it was the first fucking time the eyes were the perfect shade of cornflower blue, and the Marilyn Monroe beauty mark was there on her creamy, flawless skin.

Memories that I had shut away began to pound me like unforgiving ocean waves even though I tried like hell to hold them back. Then her gaze drifted from the band onstage to connect with mine. She stilled, then stiffened. It was her.

The fucking quickening of my heart didn’t lie. It had only ever done that shit once. For one girl.
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Twenty-One Years Ago

My steps slowed as I approached the front porch of my mom’s house. The sun was going down, casting a shadow over it, and I’d not noticed the porch was occupied until I almost reached the steps. Salem Gray was sitting on the swing. The sight of her did shit to me that I wasn’t familiar with, and it only seemed to get worse every time I saw her.

I was nineteen, and she was fifteen years old. My mother had made that very fucking clear the night I met her. She followed me out to my truck and let me know that Salem was living with her due to an abusive situation at home. Salem was her most promising art student in all her twenty years of teaching. Mom had big plans for Salem. She’d said that Salem was broken, but she was going to help fix the girl and I was going to ignore the bashful smiles she flashed at me.

Well, Momma, it’s fucking hard to do. Your little brilliant artist is stunning, and I’m a man.

I preferred to only see Salem with Mom present. That way, Salem wouldn’t bat her long lashes and pull that plump bottom lip between her teeth as she flashed her cornflower-blue eyes at me. Yeah, that shit was on purpose. She knew she was a fucking stunner, and it worked.

I would just nod, say hello, and keep walking. Not stop to encourage conversation.

The last time, she’d asked about the tattoo on my back that continued to cover my right arm. When I told her it was a phoenix rising from its ashes, she asked to see it. I pulled up my shirt and took out my right arm so she could see the full piece. She asked what the ashes represented, what I’d risen from, and I explained that it wasn’t me. It was my mom. Before I could lower my shirt back, her fingertips brushed over my skin, sending electric bolts right down to my fucking cock. I had told myself no more letting her get me alone.

She would turn sixteen in a month, and she’d mentioned needing someone to let her practice driving outside of driver’s ed at school. My mom could do that. She had done it with me. But when I told her exactly that, the crestfallen expression on her face was painful. My chest tightened uncomfortably, and I’d been real damn close to offering to help right that fucking minute.

She was dangerous.

Nod, say hello, then get the fuck inside.

When I stepped onto the porch, it only took one glance in her direction for my cock to twitch.

Jesus, Mom, could you not make her wear more clothing?

I realized it was September in Florida, which meant it was hot as fuck, but still. The shorts were tiny, and there was no bra under that crop top she was wearing. Her smile spread across her face, and those eyes of hers lit up, as if seeing me had made her fucking day.

Inside, Rome. Get the hell inside the house.

“Hey.” One word, but even her voice was sexy. It had a thick Southern drawl to it, which wasn’t common in this part of Florida.

I nodded my head once. “Hey,” I replied, then opened the screen door to get my ass away from her.

As I walked inside the door, the scent of home and Momma’s cooking met me. I relaxed some, but not entirely.

“Smells good!” I called out, making my way toward the kitchen.

I might have moved out, but I came for dinner at least four nights a week. I’d much rather have Momma’s cooking than pay for food that wasn’t nearly as good. Plus, I could check on her this way.

“Because it is!” she called back to me, and I grinned.

I had very few memories of my father living here with us. He’d not tried to have a relationship with me once he moved out to start his new family and I sure as fuck wasn’t going to search him out.

It was something I struggled with as a kid until, one day at a baseball game, another boy on my team was getting yelled at by his father for every mistake. The kid looked pale and beaten down. Meanwhile, my momma was in the stands, cheering for me so damn loudly that, at nine years old, I realized I didn’t need a dad. I had her, and she was better than a dad.

When I lost a game, we would go out to get ice cream. When my best friend moved away, she made brownies and popped a big bowl of popcorn for dinner. Then we stayed up late, watching movies.

There wasn’t a time in my life when I’d felt like she wasn’t there for me or that I was missing out by not having a father. I had my mom. The strongest person I knew.

Mom’s blonde hair, which she kept cut in a bob, was pulled back with a headband, and a pink-and-white checked apron covered her T-shirt and denim shorts as she worked at the stove. “Please Forgive Me” by Bryan Adams played on the Bluetooth speaker I’d bought her for Christmas last year, and she was singing along to it.

I squeezed her shoulder and kissed the top of her head. “Please tell me that is peach cobbler I smell.”

She tilted her head back to look up at me. “Yep, and I got ribs on the grill out back. Go check on them and take that sheet pan with you. They’re probably close to ready. Might need five more minutes or so. The corn on the cob can all come off now, so grab the tongs too.”

Damn, I was glad I had come home to eat tonight. She had gone all out.

“Did you know I was coming?” I asked, looking at the three plates on the table and the pitcher of her homemade lemonade.

“When do you ever tell me you’re coming?” she asked. “There is plenty though. I always make enough for you.”

Frowning, I looked from the table back to her. “You set the table for three.”

She nodded her head, then opened the oven to pull out what looked like potato skins, smothered in cheese and bacon. I loved those things. She always made them for me on special occasions.

“Salem has a friend coming,” Mom said, then shot me a grin. “I think she’s got a crush on him. God knows the boy can’t keep his eyes off her at school. Good kid,” she said, then placed the pan of potato skins on the hot pad. “Go check the ribs and corn,” she urged.

Snatching up the sheet pan and tongs she had lying out, I left the kitchen.

Mom had done all this for some guy that Salem had coming over? Did she think she needed to impress him for Salem’s sake? Because Salem had that handled with the lack of clothing she was wearing.

I glanced at the mirror that hung on the wall as I passed it, and the scowl on my face matched my mood. Shouldn’t Mom be more worried about making Salem—oh, I don’t know—put on a goddamn bra and some shorts that you couldn’t see the outline of her pussy in?

The back door slammed behind me.

Putting the pan down with more force than necessary, I went over to open the grill. Spare ribs, coated with her special seasoning, and foil-covered cobs of corn filled the rack. I took the tongs and began getting the corn out, pissed that Mom had gone to all this trouble for some fucking boy.

“Do you need any help?”

I tensed and inhaled sharply at the sound of Salem’s voice. Not looking up at her, I continued to keep my sole attention on my task.

“I got it,” I replied, hearing the edge in my voice.

“I can carry the corn inside for you if you need to wait longer on the ribs,” she offered.

Getting out the last of the corn, I closed the lid so the ribs had a few more minutes. “I said, I got it.” That was a little too harsh.

My eyes darted to her, and I wished they hadn’t. Dammit, she looked like she might cry.

Just go away, Salem. Don’t keep poking the bear.

“Okay, I just, uh…okay,” she stammered and turned to walk back toward the house.

Fuck. I clenched my teeth in hopes that I’d keep my mouth shut and let her walk away, but the moment her hand touched the screen door latch, I caved.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” The words came out rushed.

Needing no other encouragement, Salem spun around, and those eyes—which I swore to God were going to be the death of me—were glistening with unshed tears. A knot in my chest twisted, and I took a deep breath.

“Did I do something…” She trailed off and pulled that lip between her teeth again.

Yeah. You make my dick hard, and you’re too fucking young.

“No. Just having a bad day.”

Her expression softened into one of concern. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you wanted to come see your mom and not have to deal with this.” She scrunched her nose. “I didn’t ask her to do all this.”

I shrugged. “That’s just how Mom is.”

We stood there, staring at each other a tad too long as the silence began to stretch. I doubted anyone could ever get tired of looking at that face.

Jesus, talk about a fucking Lolita.

“I’ll go see if I can help Vanna inside,” she said, then gave me the sweetest smile.

For a second, I forgot why I had been pissed. Then my eyes dropped to her perky tits and the hard nipples poking against the fabric of her sorry excuse for a top, and I remembered. My hand tightened on the tongs I was still holding.

“Do you own a bra?” It almost sounded like a snarl.

Those incredible blue eyes widened, and she hesitated, then nodded. She looked nervous. But even that couldn’t stop me. I knew I couldn’t handle some dick checking out her tits.

“Put it on. I can see your nipples from here,” I told her, realizing I sounded possessive. Not wanting her to get the wrong idea, I added, “Out of respect for my mom. Whoever this kid is, he doesn’t need to be looking at your tits at the dinner table, and with you dressed like that, he won’t be able to look anywhere else.”

Her body stiffened, and she nodded. Then, without saying a word, she hurried inside. Either to get away from me, to cry because I was an asshole, or to change. I hoped like fuck it was the latter.
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Salem

Present Day
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A biker.

He was a biker.

The anniversary of my husband’s death, and I saw him for the first time in eighteen years.

And he was a biker.

With a girlfriend who had ginormous boobs, fake lashes, and too much makeup. Okay, fine, she was hot. If you liked the blatantly obvious sex-appeal thing. Why did I care?

Eighteen years, Salem. You are an adult. You’ve lived another life since you saw him last.

Dropping my gaze to my drink, I broke eye contact because he clearly wasn’t going to. I should leave. Pay my tab and go. The evening had just taken a turn I’d have never seen coming, and I wasn’t in need of a venture down memory lane.

The crowd applauded as the band finished a set and said they’d be back in twenty minutes. I looked up, purposefully not letting my eyes go anywhere near Rome Bower, and searched for a waitress instead. Any waitress, a busboy, someone. Maybe I could leave two hundred-dollar bills on the table and escape.

No. There was no way it would be that much, and I couldn’t throw money around like that. This trip had cost me more than I had budgeted for. The life insurance and small savings that Eamon had left behind, I’d put it into mutual funds, not wanting to touch it. The idea that I had been given money because my husband was dead bothered me. I just…I just felt guilty.

Like his mother had pointed out more than once in our marriage, we didn’t have any children. He’d had life insurance in case he left me behind with kids to raise. But there was none. Her biggest gripe she harped on about was that there was no son to pass on the family name. Not for a lack of trying though. I’d wanted a baby. I’d lost three, two with Eamon and one with…

I glanced over at him again, unable to stop myself. The brunette was perched on one of his thighs, and her arm was draped around his shoulders while she talked to the attractive woman tucked close to Mr. Drop-Dead Gorgeous. Rome lifted a bottle of beer to his lips and took a long pull. I could see his throat muscles working from here. His attention didn’t seem to be on anything as he stared straight ahead.

Was he thinking about the past? Or had he recognized me? I wasn’t nineteen anymore. I thought he’d recognized me, but maybe not. I mean, after eighteen years, shouldn’t we be able to greet each other? Acknowledge that we had once been…connected, two parts that made a whole, a family. God, I didn’t even know what to call what we had been.

Back then, I had thought he was my forever. Then he shattered me in a way that it took years for me to recover. Even after my marriage, I was still damaged. Holding myself back. Not able to give Eamon my heart completely. Rome had broken it beyond repair and walked away with my soul.

But I had been young and foolish. I was way beyond that romanticism and belief in fairy tales. I knew what a real relationship consisted of, and the volcanic emotions that Rome had stirred in me were not made for sturdy foundations.

The brunette was smiling wide as she looked down at Rome like he was her sun. God, did I know that feeling.

Shaking my head, I swung my attention away from that scene and back to finding a waitress. Pepper Abe was headed in this direction with another cocktail, but she’d have to give that to someone else if it was for me.

I envied Pepper’s confident stride. I wished I had a sway to my hips like that when I walked. Instead of always feeling self-conscious. She looked at the half-finished glass in front of me, then at my credit card in my hand, and she cocked an eyebrow, as if to ask where I thought I was going.

Sorry, Pepper, I am getting the hell away from my past. That’s where I’m going.

What were the freaking odds? Florida was a big state. How had Rome ended up down here in Miami? The biker thing did make sense. He’d been obsessed with motorcycles back then, spending hours working on that old Harley he’d bought. Come to think of it, I was pretty sure I’d heard his boss—the owner of the Harley repair shop he’d worked at in Ocala back then—mention being in an MC club. That was a four-and-a-half-hour drive north. That would probably be another club. Maybe Rome had moved down here for this club or a bigger bike shop to work at. I didn’t know. I knew nothing about Rome now when, once, I’d known everything about him.

“You trying to leave already? We just got started,” Pepper said, placing the new cocktail in front of me. “This one is a favorite, but only Regina can make it right. She just got here, or I’d have brought you one earlier.”

The pink cocktail looked like it had silver sugar around the rim. I was sure it was delicious, but I couldn’t enjoy it. Not with Rome and the woman he’d stolen from a stripper pole wrapped around his body.

Ugh. I was being snarky again.

Stop it, Salem. Stop. It.

I managed the best attempt at a smile that I could. “I need to go. Maybe next time,” I told her as I glanced at Rome without meaning to. I wasn’t sure what to blame it on. Saying it was curiosity seemed lame when my heart hadn’t stopped racing since spotting him.

Snapping my attention back to Pepper, I held out my credit card and pulled the strap of my purse onto my shoulder, ready to stand up. I needed to use the restroom before leaving, and it would get Rome out of my line of sight.

“I’m just going to head to the restroom while you take that,” I explained.

Pepper was studying me. “You aren’t leaving because they all came in, are you? I know they look, uh”—she glanced back at them—“dangerous, I guess, but I swear they aren’t. The blond one with the brunette he won’t let go of is my brother, Micah. He’s the VP of The Judgment, and I swear to you that nothing will happen to you.”

She pointed at the gorgeous man. Damn, that family had good genes.

I shook my head. “No, that’s not it. I’m tired, and I have the interview in the morning. But this place is great. Thanks so much for your hospitality.” I scanned for the restroom sign, trying not to look in the MC’s direction.

“Restrooms are right back there, behind you,” Pepper said. “And I’m glad you stopped by. I hope we were able to provide you with some distraction. If you end up getting the job and moving here, be sure to come back and see us.”

I nodded. I’d like that, but it wouldn’t be on a night when the MC might show up. Maybe a Monday would be safe. At four in the afternoon.

“Thanks. If I do get the job, The Urban Art Canvas is less than a mile from here. Are you open for lunch?”

“That’s an art gallery, isn’t it? The sky-blue building with the round windows and the columns out front that are covered in graffiti? And, no, we aren’t open until four, but you could always stop by after work.”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“Well, good luck,” she replied. “I’ll go ring you up.”

When she was headed back toward the bar, I went in the direction she had pointed, finding the sign over the doorway that led down a short hallway with gender-neutral rooms lining it. I went to the second door on the right since it was the only one with a green light above it. The others were all red, so I assumed that meant they were in use.

Stepping into the small, private room, I exhaled and stared at myself in the mirror.

How much had I changed?

Why did I care?

I reached up and touched the smile lines trying to form. Maybe it was time to try Botox. I’d mentioned it once to Eamon, and he’d kissed each side of my mouth, telling me that I wasn’t injecting my beautiful face with poison. He’d loved me unconditionally, and not one day had I deserved him.

I took a lock of my coal-black hair and let it slide over my fingers. It hadn’t changed much. Only shorter and hitting just a few inches below my shoulders. I’d had hair to my waist back then. It wasn’t rolled or styled in any way. Just straight. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken time to do more than brush it.

I still didn’t wear much makeup. With my pale complexion, I’d always felt like I resembled a clown when I tried the new trends. Moisturizer, some powder, a little dusting of bronzer, lip gloss, and if I was trying to really dress up, I might add some eyeshadow.

Why was I doing this? It wasn’t as if I could come in here and talk myself into not feeling intimidated by the woman on Rome’s lap. I didn’t want to be. I didn’t want to care. But…I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t imagined seeing him again a million different times in the past eighteen years. This was not the scenario I’d thought up though. Not even in the same ballpark.

For starters, I’d been all fixed up and dressed in something much…well, sexier than this. I glanced down at the Burberry skirt, knee-high black boots, and black turtleneck I was wearing. I looked like the boring thirty-seven-year-old woman I had become. Not some sex goddess who would make Rome regret losing me.

Groaning, I shook my head and turned from the mirror to use the restroom, wash my hands, and leave.

It seemed his taste in women hadn’t changed. Just like the day he’d caused me the most excruciating pain my heart had ever experienced, she’d been my exact opposite. Blonde, massive boobs, fake lashes, lots of makeup, and clothing that barely covered anything. Except that girl had been on her knees with his cock in her mouth.

Finishing up, I tried not to look in the mirror while I washed my hands just so I wouldn’t find any more faults. Eamon had hated it whenever I would point out a flaw about myself. He’d been good for my self-esteem.

We had walked into an event only a year and a half ago that his father’s finance firm was hosting, and he’d leaned down to whisper in my ear, “Do you have any idea what it feels like for me when I enter a room, knowing the woman on my arm is the most ravishing female there?”

I’d blushed. I didn’t agree with him. There were stunning women everywhere. But he’d only ever seemed to see me.

My throat thickened, and tears prickled my eyes. I had to stop thinking about all that. It would only make this day more difficult than it already was.

“It has been eighteen years. You were both still kids. Nothing alike. You have lived other lives, become different people,” I whispered while giving my reflection a scolding frown.

Was it fair that he was still as sexy and rugged as he had been back then? No. But whatever.

I’d found that the bad boys with the charming smiles, dirty mouths, and tattoos weren’t my type after all. He was just the grown version of what he’d started becoming back then.

Turning, I took one more deep breath before leaving the restroom. With my head down to make sure I didn’t miss the small step up in the doorway, I didn’t see if anyone was waiting in line. However, it just so happened that I didn’t need to see. The scent—a combination of tobacco, mint, and the outdoors—assailed me. I knew that your sense of smell had a memory, but in eighteen years, I hadn’t been met with this one.

Until now.

As if he’d commanded it, my head snapped up, and I almost stumbled over the raised flooring as my eyes collided with a set of pale green pools that often still starred in my dreams at night. The instant adrenaline shot at being this close to him sent my heart rate up. I wondered what my Apple watch said it was right now. Ninety beats a minute. Maybe more. Was that dangerous?

His dark brown hair was still long, but now in dreadlocks that he kept tied in a messy almost bun at the nape of his neck. The stubble on his chin looked as if he hadn’t shaved in a week or so, but it wasn’t a full beard. The lips that had once mesmerized me quirked at the corner, as if he were amused. I realized I was studying his face as if he were a piece of art in a museum. I started to raise my eyes back to his when his tongue swiped his bottom lip, and I saw a flash of metal.

My gaze flew back up to meet his.

“You pierced your tongue,” were the first words I blurted to him since he’d come to my dorm room and ended things with me.

I’d been ready to throw things and hit him the moment I saw him after what I caught him doing with that blonde. But he didn’t apologize. He had also made me wait three days before even showing up. It was as if he hadn’t cared at all.

Our last words to each other still echoed in my head.

“You’ll thank me one day,” he said.

“Fuck you, Rome Bower,” I sobbed, then slapped his face before slamming the door.

He never came back. He never called. He never answered my calls.

I’d even left a message at the garage he worked at, saying that I was leaving, that I’d gotten a scholarship for Rhode Island College of Art and Design, starting in the fall. Being the pathetic, lost, and broken little girl I was, I wanted to give him my new address. He never wrote, or showed up. Eventually, I’d stopped waiting for him.

“You got old,” he replied.

Just that easily, I felt like the woman I had seen in the mirror. Eamon’s words were no longer powerful enough to make me see what he had. I wished it didn’t hurt, but Rome might as well have slapped me in the face.

This was nothing like the times I’d imagined it. He wasn’t struck with regret and longing for the girl he’d let go. I wasn’t his one who had gotten away, like I’d always wanted to think. It seemed his words rang true all these years later.

“You’ll thank me one day.”

It was clear he was thankful. Instead of me, he had a gorgeous younger female draped on his lap tonight.

She fit him. I did not. We had grown into two different people. Like daylight and dark.

I cleared my throat, having no witty comeback to his truthful response. He had never been one to hold back. He’d always been blunt.

“That happens,” I replied, then shifted my attention to look out into the bar and toward the booth I’d been using. “I need to go pay my tab. Have a nice evening.”

The words sounded so awkward, considering the circumstances of us. It was odd to see the person you’d once loved with every fiber of your being, only to find they were only someone you used to know.

I did my best to smile before walking past him. I’d break into a run if it wouldn’t cause a scene.

“That’s it?” His husky voice, which had once brought bursts of joy inside me, caused me to pause. “Eighteen fucking years, darlin’, and you’re just gonna tell me that I pierced my tongue?”

I closed my eyes and inhaled slowly, then let it out. I was an adult, not the silly girl who had worshipped him from the first moment he’d sauntered into his mother’s house. Nope. Not anymore. I could do this.

Turning back to him, I smiled and shrugged. “Wasn’t sure how to follow up your comment,” I replied, reaching up to tuck some hair behind my ear nervously.

I was trying not to fidget, but being under his scrutiny made that hard. He’d already said what he thought about how I looked now. I didn’t need him continuing to search out all the ways I had changed.

He smirked and rubbed his chin as he ducked his head like he was trying to keep from laughing. At me? If he laughed at me, I’d run. Bolt out of here. Never to return from the humiliation.

GOD! Why? Why did I care? I shouldn’t give a shit.

He lifted his eyes back to look at me through his dark lashes that were too long to belong on a man. They outlined his striking eyes, making him even more attractive. As if his firm jawline, straight nose, almost-too-wide mouth weren’t enough of a lethal combination.

“Why ya here?” he asked. “In Miami.”

I swallowed hard, then licked my suddenly dry lips. “Job interview.”

He tilted his head to the left just a small fraction of an inch. “Here?” he asked. “Figured you’d live the rest of your life up there with the Yankee you married.”

He knew I’d gotten married? How? It didn’t matter. I wasn’t discussing Eamon with him. And Eamon wasn’t a Yankee. He was Irish.

I’d never been able to tell Eamon about Rome. He had known I’d been hurt badly by a guy, but I couldn’t bring myself to explain. Talk about it. Rome had shattered me, but I still felt as if it would be a betrayal to tell another man about us. What we’d had. Although, looking back, I believed I was the only one who had felt that deeply. My naive young brain had thought he loved me too. I’d held on to that hope all the way to Rhode Island, thinking he’d come for me, that he would show up.

“No, it’s, uh…” What did I say here? I tried to think of the right words, then decided to be vague. “A good opportunity.” And it was. Not any better than the gallery I’d been a curator at in Boston for the past sixteen years, but he didn’t need specifics.

“Thought you were gonna be an artist,” he replied, as if judging me.

“I’m a curator for an art gallery in Boston,” I replied. That should have actually been past tense. I’d left that job last week. “The job here is at an art gallery, but, yes, I do paint. I, uh, mostly do equestrian paintings.”

I was actually becoming sought after in the world of horse breeders and owners, but I wasn’t telling him that. It had started with one piece I’d done after attending a Kentucky Derby with friends of ours. The piece sold almost immediately from the gallery. Then the owner contacted me, wanting to know if I’d come to her stables and do a painting of her horse there. It had slowly begun to grow as friends of hers saw it and wanted ones done of their horses. Those who had champions or retired former champions hired me to capture their horse on canvas.

“You paint horses,” he replied, as if disappointed in me, while he had dreadlocks, a biker club vest on, and a stripper wannabe as a girlfriend.

I dropped my eyes to his left hand, realizing that he could be married, but the only rings on his fingers ranged from a black-and-silver skull, a piece of twisted leather, and one that looked like a chain. His right hand had another skull, but this one was on a cross, and then a round, flat black onyx with what looked like barbed wire over part of it. None, however, were on his ring finger.

“I’m not stupid enough to lock myself down to one cunt. There ain’t a pussy that fucking magical.”

My eyes shot back up to his face. He looked mockingly at me, as if to remind me that my pussy was also included in that. Rome had been my first. Eamon, my second and last.

A tight smile formed on my lips. “I’m glad you got the life you wanted, Rome,” I replied.

His dark chuckle sent chill bumps up my arms. “Come on now, Salem. No one truly gets the life they want.”

Salem. A name he’d rarely ever used. Almost since day one, he’d addressed me as Angel Face.

“Tex,” a female voice called out close behind me.

Rome’s eyes slowly moved from me to look over my shoulder before returning.

“Or maybe you did,” he continued.

Had I? I wanted to believe that Eamon had been it. The life I’d wanted. But even if he hadn’t been, I hadn’t wanted to lose him. We’d planned to grow old together.

“Hey, baby, I was going to get another drink and wanted to know—” The female voice stopped, and a strong perfume hit my nose. Then the woman from his lap strutted past me with a sharp glare as our eyes met. “If you wanted another,” she finished, turning her focus back to Rome.

She’d called him Tex. Why was he going by another name?

His eyes soaked her in as if she were a treat he couldn’t wait to get his hands on. They must be new since he tired of a woman after a while. No magical pussies for him.

“I need to go pay and, uh, leave,” I said in a rushed breath.

If he was going to introduce me, I really would rather pass on that.

The woman slid a possessive hand up and rested it on his chest as her expression became threatening.

Okay. Yeah. Gonna go now. Enjoy him while you have his attention.

Without waiting on him to respond, I turned and walked away. Maybe Miami wasn’t for me after all. Perhaps I should consider a new state. One I’d not been to before. Start fresh.

I noticed Pepper at my booth now, and her eyes went from me to the two behind me in the small hallway. She probably knew them, too, seeing as she was related to the vice president of his club.

I’d smile, pay, and escape.

Never to step foot in here again.
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Tex
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My fingers wrapped around Amethyst’s wrist, and I slung her hand off me before stalking in the direction Salem had gone. My eyes bored into her backside and the subtle sway to her hips as she walked. That hadn’t changed either. It was effortless for her.

A darkness had sunk into me, baring its fangs and latching on when I saw the diamond and wedding band on her left hand. I’d known she’d probably be married and have kids, a dog, a white motherfucking picket fence, and I’d always told myself that was what I wanted. Mom would have wanted it.

No one had prepared me for the ferocity of my reaction to it though. Seeing it was another monster. It was a fucking beast now, brewing inside me. I shouldn’t care. Eighteen goddamn years. I should not care!

“Tex!” Amethyst said my name, but I kept walking.

Her stiletto heels clicked as she hurried to catch me. Both her hands grabbed my arm, and I had to stop myself before flinging her to the floor.

“What?” I seethed, glaring at her with all the rage boiling over and flowing through my veins. Rage I didn’t have any control over, and I fucking hated it. Almost as much as those goddamn rings on Salem’s finger. My hands clenched into fists.

Amethyst dropped her hold on me as a trace of fear crossed her expression. She straightened and tried not to look scared, but her eyes gave her away. “Who is that woman?” she asked me accusingly. As if she had any right to ask me about other women.

“That’s not anything for you to concern yourself with. We aren’t a couple. We fuck. You suck my cock. That’s it, darlin’. Now, you can stop this jealous shit. I ain’t putting up with female drama. Especially from you.” I ended it on a snarl, then turned back to the booth that Salem had been at, only to see she was gone.

I began scanning the rest of the bar as I stalked in that direction.

Had she already fucking left? The panic I felt unraveling made me uneasy. I had to get a grip. Calm the fuck down. But I’d thought about what it would be like to see her again so many times, and now that I had, I wasn’t ready for it to be over. I wanted to ask her more questions.

Hell, I wanted to watch her lips move, hear her voice, and soak in her blue eyes. That was fucked up. This wasn’t the reaction I’d thought I would have to her. I had led myself to believe that it would be old friends catching up on life. She’d reassure me that I’d done the right thing all those years ago, and we’d laugh about old times. Talk about Mom.

No one else had loved Mom like I did. No one had known her like I did. Except Salem.

“Don’t tell me you’re the one who sent that woman running.” Pepper’s tone was annoyed.

Well, get in fucking line, Pep.

I continued to scan the bar for any sign of her straight, silky mane of coal-black hair. “Did she leave?” I asked Pepper.

“So, you are the cause. And she was enjoying herself. Dammit, Tex. When did you start looking at women who wore clothing and were over thirty?”

I swung my gaze to Pepper and had to remind myself she was Micah’s sister. Because right now, she was teetering real close to the fucking edge of my temper. I could hear my teeth grinding, but couldn’t stop it. My jaw was as wound up as the rest of me.

Pepper crossed her arms over her chest, and her brows drew together. “This scary-face thing you’re doing doesn’t get to me. So, stop. And, yes, she left. Wasn’t the best day for her, and I was trying to give her a distraction. But seriously, she is not your type. Classy as hell. That skirt and those boots were designer. Hella expensive. I’d kill to pull off either of them, but I’d likely send this bunch rolling on the floor, laughing.”

“Why wasn’t today a good day?” I cut her off from continuing to babble on about Salem’s clothes. I was well aware of how sexy as fuck she looked with barely any skin showing. I didn’t need to be told what I could see.

Pepper lifted her shoulders slightly. “She was here to drink to someone. That’s all you need to know. What she shared with me was personal, and I don’t repeat shit like that. But again, Tex, not your type. You scared her right on out of here. I had promised I’d have one of my security guys get her back to her hotel safely, but she signed the tab and was gone before I got back with someone.”

“What can you tell me then?” I asked through my teeth, wanting to strangle her for being a pain in the ass.

She didn’t know Salem. What did it matter if she told me what she had found out about her?

“You tell me why first,” she challenged. “Because she isn’t into you or bikers for that matter. In case you didn’t notice the way she was looking y’all’s way with a slightly ill and terrified expression.”

That had had nothing to do with the MC. It had to do with me. She’d seen me.

“I know her, Pepper,” I said, hating to be forced to tell her anything. “She’s my…she lived with my mom for a few years. Mom helped her as a teenager. Got her into art school. I haven’t seen her since the summer after my mom passed away.”

Pepper’s eyebrows shot up. She’d not expected that. Seemed this was the night for surprises. I could see her thinking it over, and I tried to be patient while she decided what she was going to tell me, but it was fucking hard.

“Tex, I don’t have to put up with the way you treat me. I’m good to you. Too good!”

Amethyst’s high-pitched voice was suddenly grating. Maybe it always had been, but I hadn’t noticed it until now.

I didn’t turn around and acknowledge her outburst. Pepper’s gaze shifted to her though, and I could see the disgust on her face, but I wasn’t sure if it was for me or Amethyst.

“Honey, how many times have you been told you are wasting precious time on Tex? I swear you are hardheaded. You want to be an old lady, then pick someone who will marry. This one won’t.” Pepper sounded exasperated.

“Micah changed for Dolly,” Amethyst shot back at her. “And your brother was the biggest player of them all.”

Pepper sighed and shook her head. “You’re not Dolly. Hell, I’m not Dolly. She’s innocent, pure, kind; she loves pink, and she doesn’t even curse, for Christ’s sake. She is the kinda special a man like that gets a taste of and he is done,” Pepper told her. Then she waved a finger between herself and Amethyst. “You and me? We ain’t. We curse, and there ain’t one thing about us that’s innocent. We don’t win the love of the bad boy who loves the bachelor life more than he does playing with his balls.”

I was losing that patience and fast. “Amethyst, go,” I demanded.

“I’m not doing this anymore, Tex,” she cried.

Yeah, she would. This wasn’t the first time I’d heard this bullshit. Yet she always sauntered back and got on her knees. And I fucking let her.

Pepper rolled her eyes, then looked back at me. “You gotta cut that one loose. She’s verging on the crazy line, and you pushed her there.”

“Pepper,” I snapped, “tell me something.”

She pursed her red lips, and her expression could only be labeled as fuck you. Then she put her hand on her hip. “Fine. I’ll tell you, but only because what I do know and what you just told me makes me…curious. She’s got an interview tomorrow at The Urban Art Canvas. It’s an art gallery down—”

“I know where it is,” I said. “What time?”

“I don’t know. Hell, Tex, I didn’t ask for her full schedule. You want to see her? Get up early and go sit your ass in the parking lot,” Pepper said, then spun on her boot heel and walked away.

Was I really going to do this? Or let it go?

She was married. She’d left town and not said a word. I had told myself it was for the best and drunk so damn much for months that I didn’t remember much about that time. Cindy—or maybe her name had been Mindy—had been throwing herself at me. She was the secretary at the garage I worked at. I drank too much and let her do what she wanted one night. Then it all went to fucking hell from there.

In the end, Salem was gone. Chasing her dream of painting. Just like Mom had wanted her to do and the reason she’d asked me to let Salem go. So, I had.

Going to see her tomorrow wouldn’t result in anything. I would never get real closure, and she clearly didn’t fucking need it. She was married. Belonged to another man.

I needed something stronger than a goddamn beer.
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Tex

Twenty-One Years Ago
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Friday nights in the fall used to mean football, then parties after. Now, it was working until close, which was seven, and getting drunk at the apartment with friends before heading out to do whatever stupid shit we could afford. It was getting old. I missed football.

My boss walked in while I finished up replacing the oil line on a Harley that had been brought in for an oil leak.

“What was the issue on that one?” he asked as he dried his hands off on a towel.

“Damage to the oil line. Just regular wear. I replaced it,” I told him.

He nodded as he walked over to study it, then went on to look at the other two bikes I’d worked on today. “You’re good at this. Fastest worker I’ve had in years. Might be that you actually graduated high school and went to trade school for this,” he said the last bit with a smirk.

I shrugged. “Eh, I enjoy it. I’ve been taking shit apart and putting it back together since I was a kid.”

He chuckled. “You’re still a kid. Many miles to go before you’re a fucked-up adult like the rest of us. You got that hope in your eyes that diminishes with time.”

Brick was a big man. He wore his dark hair in a ponytail that hung down his back and was covered in tattoos. I wouldn’t say he was any older than thirty, but he had served time behind bars.

One of his former inmates had come in a while back to catch up. They openly talked about their time in lockup. From what I overheard, Brick had been put in at twenty-one for cracking some guy’s skull over a woman. He had gotten out after twenty-eight months on probation for good behavior. The other guy said he had been in there for four years, but Brick joked that he couldn’t tame his tongue and kept pissing off the guards. They never said what he had been in for. The guy’s name was Grinder, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know how he had landed that name. I was almost positive he hadn’t been born with it.

“You real attached to Ocala?” Brick asked me.

I shrugged. “Not necessarily. My mom lives in McIntosh, and she’s single. I didn’t want to get too far in case she needed me, but I didn’t want to stay there either,” I explained. Satisfied with my work on the Harley, I stood up.

“Miami too far for you?”

Miami? The image of hot, bikini-clad females all over the beach came to mind.

“I don’t know,” I said reluctantly. Guilt at leaving Momma behind sank in.

He stuck a cigarette between his lips and lit it up, then took a long pull from it before looking back at me. “I’m opening up a bike shop there. Need someone to run it since I’ll be going back and forth between the two. Got this young girl here—hell, she’s too young for me, but she’s legal,” he said. “Anyway, she’s in college and can’t move, not that I’d ask her to. Still trying to decide if I want to deal with her drama and shit, but, damn, that cunt is fucking tight.” He took the cigarette out of his mouth and shook his head. “You don’t know it yet, but the older you get, the looser the cunts get. Makes putting up with college-girl bullshit worth it when they spread their legs for you.”

Yeah, I’d seen the girls Brick had dated over the past year. They were all about my age. One had flirted with me, and I was uncomfortable. The man could be scary, and I didn’t want on his bad side. He noticed, and right in front of her, he informed me I was welcome to tap that ass, that she was real good about pulling her skirt up and offering up her slick pussy. She was pissed and stormed out while he cackled, watching her. I hadn’t seen that one again.

“Can I think about it?” I asked him, not wanting to turn down Miami and the opportunity, but that nagging guilt about Mom was there.

“Yep. It’ll be a while still before I can get it ready to open up. Bought the building and equipment, but there is a shit ton more I gotta get done.”

Good. I had time.

Brick’s gaze shifted to look out the open garage door, and a slow, appreciative smile spread across his face as he took his cigarette out of his mouth. “Can I help you, sweetheart?” he asked in the drawl I’d only heard him use on attractive women.

Grabbing my work cloth, I started to wipe my hands, then glanced back to see who had him turning on the charm. If you could call it that.

The cornflower-blue eyes, however, looking back at me wasn’t what I’d expected. I tossed the cloth down and started toward Salem.

What the fuck was she doing here? Where was my mom?

The tip of her pink tongue came out and licked her lips as she shuffled her feet nervously. She looked like a scared kitten, ready to bolt.

“Salem?” I asked as I reached her. “What are you doing?” I scanned the parking lot for my mom’s car, but saw nothing.

“I, uh, I was wondering if you could give me a ride home, uh, to your mom’s,” she stammered.

I studied her closer. Looking past those incredible eyes and full lips. Which was fucking hard to do. But I managed. She was scared and not of Brick. Her body was trembling, I realized. What the hell had happened? I scanned the parking lot again, trying to find a reason for her to be acting so odd, but it was still empty.

“How did you get here?” My question sounded more like a demand.

When she winced, I felt like a dick. I hadn’t meant to bark at her, but I wasn’t handling the fact that she was all skittish well. Someone or something had caused it. If it was a someone, I wanted a name.

“I, uh, walked,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Where did you walk from?” I tried to soften my tone this time.

She licked those damn lips again, and I struggled not to stare at them. She’d turned sixteen last week, but that didn’t matter much. Sixteen was still too young.

“School,” she replied.

School? It was six thirty. School had let out over three hours ago. Sure, she’d walked, but it was two miles from here. She could have crawled here in less time.

“Salem, why are you walking here from school at this time? And why are you fucking trembling?” I was getting impatient for answers.

She took in a deep breath and glanced behind me to where Brick stood. Was he making her nervous? Yeah, he looked rough, but most females thought he was attractive. The college girls who came here to see him were hot.

“Um,” she said, then dropped her eyes to stare at the ground. “My uncle came to school today,” she whispered. “My dad’s brother. He, uh, was sitting in the parking lot when I went outside. I saw him get out of his car, and…and I panicked. So”—she swallowed hard—“I ran and hid under the bleachers in the gym until the janitor found me and made me leave before he locked up.”

Okay, why wasn’t my mother worried about her, and what the fuck had her uncle done to her to cause her to hide for that long? I had a lot of questions, but she didn’t seem to want to tell me with Brick here. I’d get details later. I did know Mom had said she had been in an abusive home, but that was all I knew.

“Why isn’t Mom looking for you?” I asked, needing to at least know that.

If she was out, panicking, then I would have to find her.

“She had a teachers meeting after school, and then she was going to Zumba class, then to get groceries. I was supposed to get a ride to her house with Spencer.”

Who the fuck was Spencer? She just had a fucking lineup of guys, it seemed. First the dickhead who had come over for dinner, then she had gone on a date the night of her birthday with a Michael, and now there was a Spencer. And why the fuck hadn’t Spencer gone to look for her?

I turned back to see Brick watching us with interest. God, he was a perv. She was sixteen. Not college-aged. He needed to take his thirty-year-old eyes off her. But then I struggled to do that, too, so could I blame him? Yes. He was fucking old.

“I need to get her to my mom’s before she gets home and freaks out. I’ll get back here and close up. It won’t take me but twenty minutes.”

“Go on. I’ll handle closing up,” he replied with his cigarette hanging from the side of his mouth.

“I need to borrow a helmet too,” I told him.

He nodded his head back to the stockroom. “Yeah. Go grab her one. Need to protect that pretty little head.”

I liked Brick, and I appreciated this job. He was a good boss, but I wasn’t leaving Salem out here with him. She was already spooked. He’d send her over the goddamn edge.

“Come on,” I told her. “Let’s get one that fits good.”

Her eyes widened. “Are we riding a motorcycle?” The trepidation in her tone was cute.

“It’s what I drove to work.”

Her shoulders lifted and fell dramatically as she inhaled, then blew out a breath. “Okay.”

I leaned closer to her, bending slightly so I was more eye level with her. “Trust me. You’ll be fine. You might even like it.”

She nodded, but said nothing.

“Come on,” I told her and waited for her to move up beside me.

Then I placed a hand on her back and led her past Brick, who was leering at her and pissing me off.

When we reached the stockroom, I closed the door and went over to the spare helmets.

“Is that your boss?” she asked me.

“Yeah,” I replied, picking out one that would fit her.

“He has a lot of tattoos.”

I grinned as I turned back to try the helmet on her. “He got a few in prison.”

Her face paled, and I felt like a dick. She was already nervous. I didn’t need to make it worse.

“He was young and did something stupid. He’s not dangerous,” I assured her.

She didn’t seem to relax, and that made me feel worse. I needed Mom to tell me what had happened to her at home. Staring down at her face, I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt her. Other than my mom, I had never had this need to protect anyone until now.

My eyes drifted to the beauty mark on her face. It was in the exact spot as Marilyn Monroe’s. She’d look angelic if it wasn’t for that sexy little addition. Well, that, and her lips. Jesus, those lips were plump. I heard her breathing quicken, and I realized I was standing there, silently staring at her mouth like I was about to claim it.

Shit.

Dropping my hands from the buckle on the helmet, I cleared my throat and stepped back. “Better get you home. Mom will send out a search party within minutes of not finding you there,” I said, keeping my gaze anywhere but on her.

“Rome?”

Goose bumps covered my arms at the sound of my name being said in her sweet drawl.

“Yeah?” I asked, still not looking at her.

“Thank you.”

Fuck, what was she doing to my chest and my damn cock? I had to get a grip on this. Maybe it was time I took Cammy, the girl I’d been messing around with, out on a date instead of just fucking her. I’d call her after I dropped Salem at home. Focusing on someone my age might help.

“No problem,” I told her, then headed for the door, hoping she was following.

Brick glanced up from some paperwork he had been looking over and smiled at me with a knowing smirk.

Shut up, Brick, and keep your lecherous eyes off her.

“Enjoy the ride,” he called out. I could hear the amusement in his voice.

Slowing my stride, I glanced back to make sure she was behind me. Her eyes met mine, and the instant punch that came with it had me jerking my gaze back to my bike.

She’s only sixteen, she’s only sixteen, she’s only sixteen. I repeated those words the entire ride to my mom’s.

But as I did it, I was well aware that I really fucking loved the way she felt behind me on my bike.
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Salem

Present Day

[image: ]

Stepping inside the gallery five minutes before my scheduled meeting, I was thankful for under-eye concealer and the coffee shop that was across the road from my hotel. Pausing, I glanced around and did another sniff. This place smelled fantastic. What was that scent? I scanned the area for a candle or diffuser of some sort, thinking it was highly unlikely for them to have either inside the gallery. A candle was a flame, and that was dangerous. The diffuser maybe…

The click of heels on the rather unique floor caught my attention. I studied the ground, trying to decide if that was scored concrete flooring or actual bricks that had an epoxy resin coating to make it look smooth. I couldn’t imagine a layer of coating could make bricks appear so slick though.

“Salem Murphy, I hope,” a bright and too-chipper-for-nine-in-the-morning voice said.

I lifted my gaze to see a tall, slim blonde woman with a pair of bright orange-rimmed glasses perched on her nose. Her hair was more golden than ash and cut short in a choppy, multilayered style. It fit the place. She oozed artistic in her appearance, unlike me.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Perfect. You’re punctual. That will be one out of four around here,” she said with a mock grimace. Stopping in front of me, she held out her hand. “I’m Marlana Newbury, administrator, manager, whatever you want to label me. You’ll find it’s a zoo and I’m the keeper. How was your flight?”

She talked fast and used her hands. Perhaps she could bottle some of that energy and pass it around. I needed a large dose. I wasn’t sure of her age, but she did look younger than me, but I wouldn’t say by much.

“Fine,” I replied.

But the evening had blown up in a way that meant I probably wouldn’t be taking this job.

“That’s a type of pen,” she quipped, then scrunched her nose as her eyes danced with amusement. “Sorry. Things just fly out of my mouth. It can get awkward sometimes. You’ve been warned,” she said, and then she held out her arms. “Welcome to The Urban Art Canvas. The owner, Kendrix Jett, opened it eleven years ago with the vision to present and display art that was funky, edgy, and appealing. You worked at a gallery in Boston?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Kendrix was more impressed with your résumé than the other two who had made his final cut,” she informed me. “I used this meeting as an excuse to have my favorite bakery cater breakfast this morning. The cupcakes are my weakness, so don’t judge. They can be a breakfast food too.”

My lips curled. It was literally impossible not to smile around this woman.

“I can get on board with that,” I agreed.

“Right? A cup of coffee with that sweet, creamy goodness,” she replied. “My office is up this way to the right. Kendrix’s office is on the second floor and takes up the majority of it. He isn’t here all the time though. It’s a surprise, here I am kinda thing with him.”

As I followed her and tried to keep up with her fast chatter, I kept looking for the cause of that luscious smell.

When she seemed to be taking a break from talking, I asked, “What is it I am smelling?”

She stopped and spun around to beam at me. “That’s a Kendrix thing. He has it pumped through the vents at the entrance. It’s amazing, right? I want to bathe in the stuff. It’s a blend of aloe, clover, patchouli, and melon. It’s got this sweet floral with a hint of spice mix that I can’t seem to re-create at my house. No matter how hard I try.

“Up here to the left is a hidden door. That funky street art mural isn’t on a wall. That is the door. You push it, then step inside a small space, where there is a normal door that requires a code. Every employee has one, and you press yours in, and then you are allowed access into the lounge. It’s really impressive, but I will save that for last. Just in case I need to add a little extra incentive.”

She continued to ramble on, and I found I was enjoying myself. Last night didn’t seem so bad anymore, and Miami was a big city. I didn’t have to go back to that bar. Eventually, the memory of seeing Rome again would fade—or at least become less painful.
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I wasn’t sure if I was going to miss New England winters or not. Leaving the cool, air-conditioned building to the sunny, humid, mid-seventies outdoors in late January was different. When I’d boarded the plane yesterday morning, there had been a fresh three inches of snow overnight, and more was forecasted for this weekend. Here, it was expected to reach almost eighty degrees today.

I needed to find a store and buy some warm weather clothing for the rest of the day. My long sleeves and pants were going to be hot.

Walking down the three steps that led up to the entrance, I let out a sigh. Was I going to do this? I wasn’t officially hired yet, but I knew Marlana wanted me. Tomorrow, I was to return to meet Kendrix. He had to be the final call on things. This would be a massive change—and not just because of the weather.

Squinting against the bright sunshine, I decided that sunglasses were also on my list of things I needed to purchase this afternoon. That would be my first stop.

How many more minutes until my Uber got here? I was already hot.

“Boston winter finally get to you?” a familiar, deep voice asked.

I almost dropped my phone, where I’d been pulling up my Uber app. Sucking in a breath, I didn’t move.

How was he here? I’d just convinced myself that Miami was a big city and I’d never see Rome. I doubted he was here for the art.

Whatever the case, I had a second chance to salvage our meeting yesterday. I could appear more put together and aloof this time. Straightening my shoulders, I tossed back the hair over my shoulder, then turned around to face him. I’d never been more thankful for sunglasses than I was right now. Not having to look at Rome’s eyes helped. His bulging biceps—on display from the black short-sleeved shirt he was wearing under his leather vest—however, weren’t covered up. His arms had definitely tripled in size with age.

“Something like that,” I replied with a tight smile.

The corner of his mouth tugged up just barely. “Come on now, Salem. You can’t still be mad at me about something that happened when we were fucking kids.”

No, Rome, I’m still mad about you ripping out my heart and stomping on it. I’ve healed. But that doesn’t mean I have to like you.

“I’m not.” I didn’t elaborate.

He was quiet for a moment, and then he chuckled. It caused a tingling sensation to course through me. I wanted to curse at my stupid body. It needed to wake up and realize this man was not one to get excited over.

“You look exactly like I imagined. All prim and proper. Mom would have loved to see you all citied up.”

The mention of Vanna caused a pang in my chest. “You forgot old,” I replied bitterly. I couldn’t help it.

Another chuckle, and he tilted his head to the side, as if he were studying me. I couldn’t be sure what part of me he was studying with the glasses on though. It made me want to fidget.

“Did I hurt your feelings?” His tone was amused, not apologetic.

Rome had become a complete dick.

“No, Rome. You lost the power to hurt me a long time ago.”

His jaw tightened, although he wasn’t changing his expression. “See now, I’m struggling to believe you’re not still mad at me. You might have grown into a woman, but those eyes of yours are still real damn expressive, Angel Face,” he said, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and tapping one out.

Hearing him call me that name brought back a world of emotions I needed to keep locked up. Put away.

“Smoking will kill you,” I snapped, angry that he was doing something that could give him the disease his mother had died from.

She’d have been so disappointed in him.

“I figure something else will get me before it does,” he replied, then put it between his teeth before lighting it.

“That’s a solid, mature outlook,” I replied sarcastically.

He shrugged and took some of the smoke in, then replied, “Death comes for us all.”

My throat felt instantly thick. Death did come, but some of us didn’t help it out. Some got their lives taken too soon. Too young.

I took in a shaky breath.

“No rings today?” he asked, and I assumed his eyes were on my left hand.

I’d felt naked without them there this morning, but I’d forgotten after a while.

“Was the interview with a man?” His words sounded as cold as they were cruel. “You afraid that face of yours wouldn’t be enough to land the job, so you slipped off the rings to sweeten the pot?”

How was it this man could push me to the verge of tears in so little amount of time and very few words? Once, he’d have done anything to keep me from crying. Once, he’d have injured anyone who upset me. That was all history though. Our long-gone past.

A black sedan pulled up, and I glanced at the tag to make sure it matched the one on my Uber app. Seeing that it did, I said nothing more to him and hurried to the passenger door, jerking it open. There was no rule that stated I had to stand here and take that. He had no idea what he was talking about. And I would never have taken off my wedding bands when I had been married to get a man to do something for me or to get my way. Insinuating that I would was nasty and insulting.

Often, over the years, I had thought that perhaps the boy I had loved died that day with his mother. He’d never been the same. He had changed from that day forward. He’d cheated on me. Dropped me from his life as if he had never felt anything for me at all.

The Rome I had known and loved was no more. He’d been gone for a very long time. Left in his place was a barbaric biker named Tex.
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Salem

Twenty-One Years Ago
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The attention we were drawing made this less enjoyable. Tyler Creets carrying my book bag and walking me out to the parking lot after school had been nice, until I realized that every set of eyes we passed, including the faculty and staff, seemed to be watching. It wasn’t me they were curious about. It was him. Tyler’s life was something they were all fascinated with and wanted to be a part of. He was new this year, and it was his first time attending an actual high school.

Since the age of five, Tyler had been a television star. He’d starred in two different hit series. The one he was widely known for had run for nine seasons. He had wanted to take a break from the screen and moved to live with his dad in Ocala. His mother was still in his house in Beverly Hills, but from what he’d told me over the past few days, he was burned out. He wasn’t sure he wanted to go back to that life.

His dad was an equine veterinarian, which was why he was in Ocala—since it was the horse capital of the world. His parents had divorced when he was seven. His dad had been against him being so young and on set all the time. It had caused fights because his mother was the one who had gotten him into that life to begin with.

He liked to talk about himself, and I listened. I did not like to talk about my life, so having someone not ask me anything was a relief.

“You sure I can’t take you home?” he asked me for the third time.

“Vanna, uh, Mrs. Bower is waiting on me. She had a doctor’s appointment today, but she said she’d be back to get me,” I explained.

This was her fifth doctor’s appointment this month. I had asked her if she was okay, and she’d assured me she was just behind on all her checkups. But five? That was a lot, wasn’t it?

“Maybe tomorrow then. You could ask her?”

I simply nodded. Tyler was attractive, but I felt as if he might like me more than I did him.

Scanning the parking lot, I looked for Vanna’s car. The familiar truck I found instead sent my stomach into a fit of flutters, even before I saw Rome leaning against it with his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes fixed on me. I hadn’t seen him in a week. I’d casually mentioned him not coming for dinner the other night, and Vanna had said he was busy with some new girl. That information had sent my mood spiraling.

He lifted his chin slightly at me, and I wanted to snatch my book bag off Tyler’s shoulder and sprint to the truck.

Thank you, Vanna!

“Do you know that guy?” Tyler asked.

I swung my gaze back to him, unable to stop smiling like an idiot.

“Yes. That’s Mrs. Bower’s son. She must have sent him to pick me up,” I explained.

Tyler frowned. “I could have taken you. I still can. Would she mind?”

I didn’t know, but I would mind. Nothing was going to stop me from having a chance to sit in Rome’s truck and have time with him.

“I’d feel bad. He came all this way. He works in Ocala. So, I don’t want to tell him he came for nothing.”

Tyler didn’t seem thrilled about it as he looked back at Rome. He continued to hold my bag as we walked over to Rome’s truck.

“He might have something else he needs to do,” Tyler suggested.

I scrambled to think of something to say to keep him from asking Rome if he could take me. I was sure Rome would take him up on it. Either I was imagining it or he had been going out of his way to avoid me since he’d brought me home on his bike two months ago. I’d tried to think of what I could have done, and I didn’t know.

We reached Rome, however, before I could think of an excuse to stop Tyler.

Rome didn’t appear to notice Tyler as he looked at me.

“Ready to go?” he asked, straightening to tower over Tyler.

I nodded my head. Yes, please.

“Hey, man,” Tyler said. “I can give her a ride if you have other things to do.”

I wanted to groan in protest.

“That’s not necessary,” Rome replied. “Give me her bag.”

Tyler reluctantly took it off his shoulder, then handed it over.

“Come on,” Rome told me, walking to the passenger side, then opening the door and tossing my bag inside.

Forgetting about Tyler, I hurried to climb in, giddy that I was getting to ride with him. Rome held out his hand to me, and I looked down at it, then up at him.

The corner of his mouth quirked. “Trying to help you, Angel Face.”

Oh. I really liked it when he called me that.

I placed my hand into his, and my entire body felt a rush of pleasure as his fingers closed around mine. It was warm and so much bigger than mine. I liked his hands. They were sexy.

“You gonna get in?”

The amusement in his tone snapped me out of my trance, and I blushed as I stepped up into the truck. When he let my hand go, I had to clasp mine together to keep from reaching out and grabbing his. I hadn’t wanted that to end so soon.

He closed my door and walked around the front of the truck. I inhaled his scent. I loved this.

My eyes met Tyler’s as he stood, watching me. I’d not thanked him for carrying my bag or even said bye. Raising my hand, I waved at him.

He smiled then and held up his hand to wave back.

Rome’s door opened, and my attention was immediately drawn back to him. He even made getting in his truck look hot. My skin was warm, and it had nothing to do with the weather, especially since it was cool today, feeling more like late fall.

His gaze swung over to meet mine when he was behind the wheel.

“I almost feel sorry for him,” Rome said.

“Who?”

He smirked and shook his head, then started the truck. “The TV star who is drooling all over you while you barely notice his existence.”

I frowned. “I notice him.”

Rome raised his eyebrows as he glanced at me, and then he went back to paying attention to his backing up. “No, you don’t, or you didn’t just now. But I reckon his ego is big enough to handle it. I imagine you’re his first real challenge when it comes to females.”

I blew out a breath and stared back at the parking lot as we pulled away. “I didn’t encourage him. He has just been very attentive. He likes to talk to me,” I said.

Rome chuckled, keeping his eyes on the road. “Oh, he likes more than talking to you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

He cut his eyes at me and then scanned them down my body before looking back at the road. “You make his dick hard.”

The deep timbre in his voice made me shiver. I didn’t know what to say to that exactly. But I had questions. I bit my bottom lip, debating on asking.

“How do you know that?” I blurted.

The hand he had on the steering wheel tightened. “I just do.”

That wasn’t good enough. My eyes dropped down to his crotch, and I sucked in a breath at the hard length that I could see pressing against his jeans. It looked big. I didn’t look at guys there normally. Were they all that size?

“Fuck, Salem,” he growled.

My eyes flew back up to his face.

His jaw jutted out, and he looked rigid. “Stop looking at my dick.”

I licked my lips nervously. “It’s hard.” My words came out in a whisper.

A tight laugh came from his lips. “Yeah.”

“W-why?”

He ran his free hand through his hair. “Jesus,” he muttered, then looked at me. “You’re sixteen. You know why cocks get hard.”

I nodded. “Yes, but…” I paused, not sure how to say this. “But I thought…you had to…want something for it to get like that.”

Another chuckle that held little humor. “Just because you’re too young for me to touch doesn’t mean I don’t think about it. And then you wear shit like that, and”—he shook his head—“my thoughts go there.”

A shiver ran through me. Rome had thought about touching me? Where? How? A tingle between my legs made me shift in my seat.

“Your hard nipples are poking through that tight top, Angel Face,” he drawled.

My breath quickened, and my body flushed.

“Does the thought turn you on—my dick getting hard from me thinking about the things I want to do to you?”

Oh God. I was getting achy now, and I wanted him to keep talking.

“Wh-what do you want to do to me?”

“Shit that I’m not going to. You’re too young.”

I wanted him to. I could feel an actual pulse between my legs. I uncrossed and recrossed my legs, trying to get some relief.

“Stop.” His word sounded like a snarl.

“What?”

“Stop squirming,” he said through his clenched teeth.

My chest was rising so hard and fast that I was afraid he could hear me. “I was…I…okay.”

We sat in silence for the rest of the drive, and I continued to get more worked up. Imagining him doing things to me. Thinking about him touching me. How his hand would look between my legs.

“Is your pussy wet?” he asked in a gravelly voice.

“Yes,” I admitted.

He pulled into the driveway and put the truck in park. I watched him as he stared straight out the window. His throat worked as he swallowed.

“I want to see you touch it.”

My breathing hitched. “It?”

He couldn’t mean what I thought he did.

He turned his head, and there was a dark gleam in his eyes. “Your pussy. Just for a minute. Slip your hand down your pants and touch it.”

Oh God…

It wasn’t that I hadn’t ever done that. I had. It was just…doing it in front of him would be difficult. I was nervous and excited at the same time. I also couldn’t tell him no.

When I uncrossed my legs, his nostrils flared, and his eyes dropped to stare at where he wanted me to touch. Biting down on my bottom lip, I slid my hand under the waist of my leggings. His mouth slightly opened, and his chest stopped moving, as if he was holding his breath.

Slowly, I slipped my hand beneath my panties and opened my legs some more while my fingers found my very wet slit. The moment I touched my clit, I let out a moan, unable to stop myself.

“Fuuuck, Angel Face,” he said. “Open those pretty thighs more and sink a finger inside your cunt.”

I was close. His hand moved, and my eyes dropped to see him squeeze his erection through his jeans. Another whimper came from me. I wanted to touch it.

When I pushed a finger inside me, I made another sound, and his mouth fell open more as his chest began to rise and fall fast.

“Good girl,” he praised me.

My body started to tremble. “Rome.” I cried out his name, and the climax that had been building hit me. It was stronger than the ones I’d given myself before, and for a moment, I was lost in the pleasure. I jerked against my fingers and finally slid them out, suddenly realizing what I’d just done in front of him.

“Let me taste them.” His voice was a husky whisper.

I dropped my eyes to my wet fingers, then back at him. Was he talking about my fingers?

“Put your fingers in my mouth,” he said a little louder, reaching for my wrist and bringing my fingers to his lips.

I gasped as he pulled two of them into his mouth and sucked. A deep hum came from his chest, and his arm moved back and forth. Tearing my eyes off the sight of him tasting me, I saw him rubbing himself through his jeans—hard.

He released my fingers, and my gaze went back to his face.

“You keep looking, and I’m gonna have to pull it out before it breaks my goddamn zipper.”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Yes what?” he asked, still rubbing it.

“Pull it out.”

He closed his eyes and hissed, “Jesus.”

“I want to see it.”

His hands went to his button, and he began to unfasten his jeans as I watched. Lifting his hips, he tugged them down, along with his boxer briefs. My eyes widened at the sight of it. That was much larger than I’d imagined it would be. In both length and girth.

Jesus. How did that fit inside of a vagina?

I heard him chuckle, and my eyes swung up to see him watching me.

“I’m gonna assume by the look on your face that the others you’ve seen weren’t this big.”

I shook my head. “I’ve not seen…” I trailed off, and my gaze dropped back to see his hand wrapped around it, stroking it.

Oh wow. That was hot.

“Salem.” He said my name, but I didn’t want to take my eyes off what he was doing.

“Yes?” My voice was barely above a whisper.

“Look at me.”

Normally, this wouldn’t be a problem. I loved looking at him, but right now, the part I wanted to look at was his thick, veiny penis. Why was its head purple? Forcing my eyes off it, I met his gaze.

“Are you a virgin?” he asked, the words a raspy sound.

I nodded. Was that surprising? I was only sixteen. I knew a lot of girls had started losing their virginity in junior high, but I lived a different life than they did. There was no dating or chance to lose anything. When Spencer had tried to kiss me, I’d jerked back, startled, because, for starters, I didn’t know how to kiss. I hadn’t known him well enough to trust him with that knowledge either.

Rome groaned and closed his eyes, then laid his head back against the window behind him. “Have you done this at least?” he asked.

I couldn’t just nod with his eyes closed. “No.”

He blew out a breath and opened his eyes, then turned his head to look at me. “What have you done?”

I licked my lips. Why did we have to talk about this? I wanted to go back to what we had been doing.

“Nothing.” Admitting that was hard, but I felt as if I could trust Rome. I didn’t think he’d laugh or make fun of me.

“Fuck.” He looked almost pained.

His hand stopped moving, and I panicked.

“No! Don’t stop. Please,” I begged.

“I shouldn’t be doing this. You’re too young and unexperienced.”

“I don’t want to be. I just didn’t have time for boys or anything really when I lived with my dad. It wasn’t allowed. It’s all new to me, this dating thing.” My words came out rushed.

“You’ve sure dated a lot of guys since school started.” His words sounded bitter. “Are you saying none of them tried to do more than kiss you?”

“I didn’t date any of them seriously, and only one tried to kiss me, but I…I didn’t trust him. To…to be my first.” I knew my face was blood red.

“Wait.” He narrowed his eyes. “You’ve not even kissed a guy?”

I shook my head. “No.” The word was so quiet that it was almost inaudible. “I never…I didn’t trust anyone. I don’t know what to do or anything, and, well…” I shrugged.

He closed his eyes again and sighed. “Why is this making my fucking dick harder?”

I dropped my gaze back to his penis to see his hand moving up and down it again. He wasn’t going to stop.

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” he groaned. “But, dammit, with you looking at it like that, I can’t stop.”

His breathing got heavier, and his hand began to pump faster. “Fuck.”

The first shot of semen that came out hit the steering wheel, making me jump. I mean, I had known it did that, but I hadn’t realized that much would come out. Rome let out something between a roar and a moan, and when I looked back at his face to find his gaze on me, I knew I’d never see anything that could compare to him in that moment.
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Tex

Present Day
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I almost hadn’t come tonight. But I’d decided that I wasn’t going to let a blast from the past ruin going out with the club for me. Pep’s bar had been our Thursday and Friday night outing lately. I’d been in Ocala for two weeks, working at Devil’s with Prez. This was my first day back, so when everyone was heading out, I had wanted to be with them. It was always good to be home. Salem wasn’t going to take that away from me.

Letting myself think about her refusal to even fucking have a conversation with me and running off soured my mood, so I tried like fuck not to think about it. Sucked that I couldn’t control my dreams at night though. She’d been showing up in them regularly. Not that she had ever stopped over the years, but they’d been fewer and less frequent. Not every time I closed my motherfucking eyes.

Amethyst hadn’t been at the club tonight, like she normally was when I returned. I figured she’d gotten word that I’d been sinking into the new girl that Divinity had hired at Devil’s. Precious or Prima or…hell, I couldn’t remember. She had black hair, close enough to another head of hair. So, when I had my cock down her throat or bent her over the bar and took her from behind, I could pretend she was someone else. That pissed me the fuck off too. I came harder when it was Salem I was imagining. I’d broken that shit years ago, and here I was, doing it again.

Brick pulled out a chair and sat down beside me. Leaning back in it, he took a drink from the bottle of beer in his hand, and I waited—because for him to leave Goldie to come sit with me meant he wanted to tell me something.

“Don’t know if you’ll care, but Amethyst’s been on Lick’s cock. She’s with him now. He’s the only one crazy enough to fuck your regular. We gonna have shit go down at the club over it?”

Lick. Yeah, that was a match. I wanted to laugh. She sure as fuck wanted to be an old lady if she was brave enough to get messed up with that lunatic.

I shrugged, then picked up my drink from the table. “She’s not my property.”

Brick didn’t say anything, but nodded as his gaze stayed on his woman while she danced with Nina to “You Shook Me All Night Long.” The band was doing their normal set of ’80s rock hits, which couldn’t make those two any happier.

“The woman last time you were here—it was her, wasn’t it?” he asked. “The one who had you fucking wrapped up back in Ocala, then sent you into a spiral when she left.”

Don’t want to think about her, Brick.

I just nodded.

“Thought so. She hasn’t changed much. Her body is a woman’s now, but that’s about it. You see her again?”

“She’s married,” I said, not looking at him. I was watching a couple of the club sluts, trying to decide who I wanted to replace Amethyst with.

“I noticed the rings. But figured you’d still seek her out. Hadn’t seen you act that way over a bitch since. Those are the kind that stick with you.”

I’d like to fucking burn her from my soul. But it seemed that was impossible.

“Long time ago, Brick.”

He sighed. “Is it though?”

The scowl on my face was a mere fraction of my annoyance. “Yeah, it fucking is. Another life. We were different people.”

She belonged to someone else now.

“You grew up, but that’s about all that’s changed. At least for you.”

My back molars were sore from all the grinding of my teeth I’d been doing the past two weeks. Brick wasn’t helping.

I pointed at the new girl who was with the prospects and Tracy, one of our trashiest club whores. “Who’s she?” I asked.

She was blonde. That would make it harder for me to imagine Salem. Maybe that would stop this shit.

“Fuck if I know,” he replied, barely glancing her way.

She turned her head, and a pair of brown eyes met mine. Nothing like cornflower blue. Yeah, she’d be perfect.

I curled my finger for her to come to me, and she beamed as she sauntered through the others. Lots of leg. Tits weren’t real, but they were big. I liked that. Pierced belly button was sexy.

When she reached me, Brick stood up. He didn’t say anything, but I knew he wasn’t about to get caught at a table with a club slut. Goldie would lose her shit.

I set my beer down and patted my thigh for her to sit down. The short dress she was wearing might expose her pussy when she did. Another pro, in my opinion.

“What’s your name, darlin’?” I asked her as I checked out her nipples poking through the fabric.

She was already excited. Good.

“Nixie,” she said in a breathy voice.

Hell, if she was this worked up already, I’d take her out to my bike and let her suck me off now. Might take the edge off.

“Did you go by the art gallery or not?” Pepper’s voice interrupted me slipping my hand between Nixie’s thighs.

Why the fuck did she care? I didn’t want to think about that day. I didn’t want to think about Salem. Why couldn’t everyone shut the hell up about her?

“No,” I lied.

“Huh. I was sure you would. So, you don’t know if she got the job?”

I swung my eyes to Pepper. “I don’t give a fuck.”

She rolled her eyes as if she didn’t believe me, then walked off, as if I had annoyed her instead of the other way around. As I slipped my hand up Nixie’s leg, she made a pleased sound and opened her legs for me. As nice as it was that she was so willing to let me finger her cunt in public, I knew I’d have Pepper back over here, bitching.

“Come on, darlin’. You can bend over my bike and spread these pretty legs for me.” And I’d do my fucking best to keep my eyes open.
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I had made notes. Several, in fact.

My first day on the job had included the kickoff of a new exhibition. The artist was brilliant with his photo-realistic paintings. The Light Within included forty of his works, displaying the faces of people in raw, emotional states.

Kendrix had pulled this one together since they had been in the market for a new curator at the time. He’d done a good job, but there were some things that needed to be tweaked. Hence my notes. By day three, we should have sold more of the paintings. Advertisement was lacking.

Having thrown myself into the new job and researching the best way to reach new customers, I had neglected my new apartment. All my things were in boxes still. I’d been living out of them the past week.

The house back in Boston had sold within two days, which made things easier in a way. Packing things up had been hard.

I’d told Eamon’s parents that they could come over to go through his things and take what they wanted. His mother had been sure to make several scathing comments about the house being sold, my moving back to Florida, and packing away Eamon’s life. When they left, I drank a bottle of wine and cried.

But three days later, I’d gotten in my car and driven south. Both sorrow and relief flooded me when I drove away from the empty house that had been our home. Starting over, a new life, moving on—it was terrifying.

Thankfully, the new job had kept me distracted. I had yet to leave before nine each night. Kendrix often ordered out food, and we ate here. Sunday night, after the evening kickoff of the exhibition, we’d gone out to dinner to celebrate. Marlana included.

I was lucky that I worked for someone who wanted to hear my ideas and thoughts. Kendrix seemed excited about the things I’d brought up, and we had spent three hours mapping out our next exhibitions last night. We went all the way into the month of May.

I suggested doing an exhibition with artwork all by the seniors graduating high school in the area. We would contact the schools and speak with the art teachers. It was something I’d wanted to do in Boston, a way to draw in more of the community. However, the owner had not liked the idea.

Kendrix had loved it.

Vanna would have loved it. I wanted to incorporate her somehow into that exhibition, but I hadn’t figured out how just yet. She was the reason I’d found my love for art. That I had a talent even. If remembering her didn’t always trigger memories of Rome, then I’d think about her more often. Because of him, I’d almost not taken this job.

The faint tune of bells began, which played when the door to the entrance opened, and I turned around to see who had come in, ready to greet them and hopefully sell another piece of art. The sight of Pepper walking toward me with a pleased grin on her face surprised me. I had liked her, but she was connected to Rome in a roundabout way, and I didn’t want any connection to him in my life.

“You took the job,” she said. “I’ve been looking for you to show back up at the bar.”

How many people did she see come in and out of that bar? And why would I have stood out?

“Yeah, I, uh…” What did I say? I didn’t want to be rude. “I’ve only been here a little over a week. Getting settled in and things.” And not coming back to your bar. Rome isn’t someone I want to see again.

“I’ll be there at four today. You can stop by after work. Drinks are on me. I’ll even throw in dinner.”

I stood there, battling on how to turn down her very kind offer. She’d come here, looking for me, and that was nice. If things were different, she’d make a good friend.

“Listen, if this is about Tex, he is in Ocala. He works there almost as much as he is here.”

Oh. That was interesting. Where did he work? Still at that bike repair shop? Not that it mattered. I didn’t care where or what he did. Sure, I’d been curious before, but the cruelty he’d spewed at me when he met me in this parking lot had ended it.

“It is about Ro—uh, Tex,” I admitted. She had picked up on it. “I just, um—”

“Salem,” Kendrix called.

I turned to see him walk around the corner, looking down at his phone. He was dressed in jeans, a blue striped oxford shirt, and Adidas tennis shoes. His short blond hair was styled perfectly, and his jawline was smooth from a fresh shave. He was an attractive man, and I was almost certain that Marlana had a thing for him. I just wasn’t sure if he reciprocated her feelings.

“I’m going to order some lunch. What are you in the mood for?” He lifted his head, and his hazel eyes shifted from me to Pepper. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know someone was here.” He smiled at her, and then his gaze moved back to me. “I can wait.”

“It’s okay. She’s not here to see the exhibition. She’s here to see me,” I explained.

His eyebrows lifted slightly. “Oh, I didn’t realize you knew anyone in the area.”

I really didn’t. I sure didn’t know the man Rome had become.

“I met her the first night I was here before the interview. She served me drinks at her bar.” I looked back at her. “Pepper, this is Kendrix. My boss. He owns the gallery.” Then I shifted my attention back to him. “Kendrix, this is Pepper, the owner of Paradise Brew. Great bar, live music, amazing fried dill pickles and cocktails.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Pepper. I’m glad Salem is finding some friends. I want to keep her here.” His smile turned back to me. “We should go one night after work.”

Uh, no. Not happening.

“Oh, yeah. I, uh…maybe Marlana would want to go. I’m not much of a bar-at-night person.”

“Is that so? Well, tonight, I can assure you, it will be slow. Monday nights always are. My biker crowd won’t even be there. You both should come. I insist. It’s on the house. Order whatever you want.”

I was stuck. There was no way to get out of this. Maybe that was good. Rome was out of town. No bikers. I could go and appease Pepper and get it over with.

Kendrix was waiting on me.

“That’s very nice of you. I can’t see why not—that is, if it’s good with Kendrix and Marlana.”

Pepper’s expression remained friendly, but it felt as if she knew too much. Could read my mind. That was a little unsettling.

“I’d love to. Thanks. We will be there,” he told Pepper.

“Is Marlana your wife?” she asked casually, but it didn’t feel as if she was asking for her.

Kendrix shook his head and chuckled, as if that was a ridiculous idea. “No. I’m divorced. Marlana is the administrator here.”

Pepper’s gaze flickered to my left hand so briefly that I’d have missed it if I hadn’t been looking directly at her. The smile on her face grew as she met my gaze. “I’ll see you around?”

“Six thirty at the latest,” Kendrix told her.

“I’ll reserve you my best booth,” she replied. She gave me a smirk, like we were in on a secret that I was clueless about before heading for the exit.

Glancing over at Kendrix, I fully expected to see him watching her leave, but his eyes were on me.

“I hope that’s okay with you. I didn’t mean to push.”

I managed a smile. “It’s fine. I promised her I’d stop in after work if I got the job, and I haven’t done that yet.”

“Who was here?” Marlana came walking out of the employee room with a cup of coffee.

Today, her glasses frame was a radiant blue color. So far, she’d worn four different pairs.

“A lady I met who owns Paradise Brew,” I told her.

Marlana’s eyes widened. “The cool biker bar?” she asked. “You do know that The Judgment MC frequents that place. Their bikes cover up the parking lot. I have been so tempted to go there one night.”

“Yes, but the bikers won’t be there tonight. We were invited, and it’s on the house,” I told her.

“We, as in…” she asked, looking from Kendrix to me.

“As in the three of us and Banner, too, if he is coming in this afternoon,” I told her. Although Pepper might not be expecting four.

Marlana clasped her hands together. “Yay! This is so exciting. I need time to change before we go.”

I glanced down at my pencil skirt, red heels, and blouse. “Do we need to change?”

“You look just fine the way you are,” Kendrix told me.

My eyes shot up to meet his. I knew that look, and I had been hoping I was reading him wrong. It seemed the more time we spent together, the more he looked at me that way.

Marlana was the one he needed to be giving those looks to. She wasn’t damaged.
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Salem
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Pepper hadn’t lied. There wasn’t a biker in sight. She greeted us at the door and led us over to a booth that was closest to the bar and set up on a platform so that the stage could be seen clearly. I didn’t see any entertainment on the board for tonight, but if there was, it would be later.

I slid into the first seat, thinking that Marlana would follow me. But she chose to sit across from me instead. Which left Kendrix with a choice. I knew she was hoping to have him sit beside her, but he chose to take the space beside me.

This won’t be uncomfortable at all, I thought to myself sarcastically.

Marlana’s expression fell, but she recovered quickly.

In all honesty, the way she’d talked about him before I met him, I’d assumed they were an item. I’d realized quickly that was an incorrect assumption.

The waitress took our drink orders immediately and said she’d be right back with them before leaving.

“This place is so cool,” Marlana said as she looked around. Anywhere but at either of us.

Ugh, Kendrix. Why didn’t you sit over there?

“It’s hard to believe that bikers frequent this place,” he said.

“Pepper’s brother is The Judgment’s vice president,” I explained.

Marlana looked at me, wide-eyed. “Really?”

I nodded. “Yes. She could tell I was uneasy the night I was here and they all showed up, so she explained who they were.”

Marlana put her elbows on the table and leaned toward me. “Were any hot? Like Jax Teller hot?”

“Um, I don’t know who that is, but Pepper’s brother was very attractive and very taken. The others were…” I shrugged, as if that was it.

Liar. Rome was hot. He was also an asshole.

She frowned at the disappointment. “That sucks. And what do you mean, you don’t know who Jax Teller is?” she asked. “Sons of Anarchy?”

Ah. That was a television show. I’d seen things about it.

“Never watched it,” I admitted.

Marlana fell back, as if completely mind-blown. “You have no idea what you are missing in life. We are going to have to rectify this. My apartment, wine, snacks, and bingeing SOA.”

I didn’t think I wanted to watch anything that gave me a peek into the life that Rome lived. I wanted nothing to remind me of him. Thinking about him wasn’t pleasant.

“Here we go, two lemon drop martinis and a Heineken,” the waitress said, placing our drink order in front of us. “I put in your food orders, and Pepper said it will be out shortly.”

We thanked her, and once she was gone, Kendrix turned to me, holding up his bottle of beer. “Cheers to an excellent first week.”

I shifted my gaze from him to Marlana, and then we picked up our glasses and tapped them before taking a drink.

Kendrix began to talk about our plans for the May exhibit and asked about the high schools I planned on contacting, the vision for the display, and ways he thought would be best to advertise it. Marlana had several good ideas, and when his attention was on her, she glowed. How could he not see that?

The food arrived, followed by Pepper.

“How is everything?” she asked, glancing at the other two, then at me.

“Fantastic!” Marlana exclaimed.

I nodded in agreement. “As good as I remember.”

Pepper smiled. “That’s what I like to hear. Monday and Tuesday nights are always biker-free. The other nights though, some of them are usually here, but they only ride out together on Thursday and Friday nights.”

“We could make this our Monday evening go-to,” Marlana suggested. “God knows we need it after a weekend event.”

Pepper seemed pleased with that, so I didn’t argue.

“Kendrix isn’t normally here on Mondays anyway,” she added. “We could make it a girls’ night.”

The idea seemed to excite Marlana.

“I hope you do,” Pepper replied.

Someone called her name from the back, and she sighed. “I gotta go. If I don’t see you before you leave, I hope I do next week.”

When she turned to leave, Marlana held up her glass. “Oh, she will! We are so coming back.”

I liked Pepper and this bar, but it now held a memory that I’d like to put behind me. Smiling tightly, I took a drink.

Florida was probably a bad idea.

You just got there. Give it time. I could hear the words spoken in Eamon’s voice, and the ache of his absence reminded me what I’d lost.

I was left to silent, imaginary conversations with him.
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Twenty-One Years Ago

The hot-pink dress that Vanna had bought me when we went prom-dress shopping last month was unlike anything I’d ever worn. I stared at myself in the floor-length mirror longer than necessary, but it was hard to believe that was me. Reaching up, I tugged on one of the curls that cascaded over my left shoulder, leaving my right one bare. This was the first time I’d seen my hair curled and fixed; it usually hung straight or was pulled up into a ponytail or bun.

Vanna had spent an hour curling it, then pulled it over to one side so that it didn’t cover the back of my dress, which laced up like a corset. The shiny, satin-like material was fitted in the waist, then went into a floor-length, layered skirt that had a slit up the front to my mid-thigh. There was even a hint of a train in the back. The strappy heels she had helped me choose were clear so as not to take away from the attention of the dress, she’d explained to me.

The neckline dipped in front, and Vanna had called it a cowl neck. This was the only part about it that had caused Vanna to frown. My boobs showed off a good amount of cleavage, but the saleslady had raved about how I looked in it so much that Vanna had caved and agreed that this was the one.

Right after Tyler had asked me to be his girlfriend, he had invited me to prom. If Rome hadn’t been bringing a girl he was dating, Shana, to his mom’s to eat dinner with us regularly now, I was sure I’d have turned Tyler down. But seeing as all Rome did was ignore me since the afternoon in his truck four months ago, I had agreed. Why not? I was sixteen. Free to date and enjoy being a teenager.

I’d thought that moment meant Rome liked me the way I did him, but it hadn’t been that at all. He had just been horny.

I’d imagined Rome being my first in all the things, but that wouldn’t be happening either.

Tyler had kissed me the day he asked me to be his girlfriend. We’d done a lot of kissing since then. He’d even put his hand up my shirt and felt my boobs.

Five nights ago, while he was kissing me, he had slid his hand between my legs and rubbed me where I knew it was supposed to feel good. He groaned, and his kissing became more frantic. Unfortunately, I hadn’t felt much, but then I had been wearing jeans.

I hadn’t decided if I wanted him to be the one to take my virginity or not. Tyler didn’t give me the fluttering in my lower stomach or make my panties wet. Knowing how good that had felt after having experienced it with Rome, I wanted that again.

I’d heard the girls talking about their plans to have sex in the hotel rooms or limos they’d reserved for tonight and hoped Tyler didn’t have that in mind. I wasn’t ready to lose my virginity just yet. I was waiting until I was sure.

The doorbell rang, and I turned from the mirror and went to pick up the silver wristlet purse that had my lipstick, the phone Vanna had bought me for Christmas, and some money, just in case I needed it. I heard Vanna greet Tyler and headed toward the entrance of the house.

Rome’s senior picture hung at the end of the hallway, and it was hard not to look at it as I walked in that direction.

I regretted that afternoon in the truck. It had shut him off from me. We had started becoming…I didn’t know…maybe friends. But now I was just someone who lived at his mom’s house. He’d introduced me to Shana as his mom’s student and ward.

Shana was older and gorgeous with big brown eyes and blonde hair. I was so envious of her that it hurt my chest. But I was polite to her, even when she said things to me that weren’t very nice when no one else was around. It was clear she didn’t like that I lived there. I had no idea why. Rome never glanced my way or spoke to me.

Jerking my gaze off his portrait, I turned the corner and stepped into the living room. Tyler had been speaking to Vanna and stopped, it seemed, mid-sentence as his eyes met mine. The awed expression as his gaze slowly drifted over the rest of me made me wish I could get Rome to see me like that.

Freaking Rome. Always on my mind.

“You are stunning,” he said.

“She is, isn’t she?” Vanna agreed with pride in her tone. “Now, I need pictures. Go on over to the fireplace. I’ll do photos in front of the mantel, then outside. That limo you have is something else. I want pictures in front of it too.”

He hadn’t told me he was bringing a limo. Did that mean sex?

Nervously, I tried to hold my smile as he approached me. His hand rested against my waist, and he tilted his head down to stare at me.

“You’re fucking breathtaking,” he whispered.

“Thank you,” I replied, wishing I could feel something for him.

“Oh, that is a good one!” Vanna said, and I realized she had begun taking photos with her phone. “Now, both of you, look at me. No, wait. Salem, you look at me. Tyler, you can keep looking at her like you were.”

“Not a problem,” he replied, causing her to chuckle.

I knew I should feel like Cinderella tonight, but no matter how fixed up I was, without my prince, this was just a ball.
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Tex

Present Day
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The shit I did for Micah. Scowling, I shook my head as I walked into the back entrance of Paradise Brew.

I had gotten in from Ocala with Liam after midnight last night. Then church, our weekly club meeting, was at eleven this morning, and that was too fucking early, but Liam didn’t want to be gone long. His son was teething and not sleeping well. Once he was back on the road, I planned on going back to bed. Maybe get Nixie to suck my cock first to take the edge off. But Micah had called, wanting me to go help Pepper with security tonight.

Seemed Pepper’s security was needing to be amped up due to some strange shit on the cameras the past two nights. Someone was messing with them, but that was all we’d been able to tell so far. Micah had already sent shit to the tech guy who worked for the Southern Mafia. He’d be able to find out what was going on with it, but until then, there would be a Judgment at each entrance to the bar. I was in charge of the back since that was where the tampering had happened.

By the time Liam had left, I’d had to get showered and leave for Pepper’s. I’d skipped Thursday night the last time I was in town. Still trying to shake Salem from my head. Hell, it had been two fucking months, and she was still starring in my dreams. To make matters worse, I had called Nixie Angel Face the last time she sucked me off. Which had her thinking she was special. Telling her I’d had my eyes closed, imagining another pair of lips wrapped around my cock, seemed like a bad idea. She’d have likely gotten dramatic and shit.

I nodded at the two cooks already prepping in the kitchen, and I kept stalking toward the swinging door leading into the main room. I needed something to drink before shit got busy.

Nixie had been strutting down the hallway in nothing but a thong and heels when I was leaving the club. Her eyes lit up at the sight of me. That would have worried me that she was going to get clingy if her lipstick hadn’t been smeared and her hair mussed. She had clearly had a brother’s cock in her mouth moments before. The sight of her ass and bare tits, however, had stirred my interest, but there had been no time to do anything about it.

Since shooting my load wasn’t happening, then I needed some whiskey.

Stepping through the door, I headed directly to the bar. I could hear Pepper’s laughter already and figured she must not be pissed about Micah’s extra security. He’d said she might give me lip, but to tell her to call him. It wasn’t like I fucking wanted to be here tonight. The last thing I needed to deal with was Pepper Abe getting all pissy.

Prepared to deal with her bossy ass, I walked up in her line of sight and then stopped. I fucking froze. A slender, smooth, delicate neck was arched as long black hair hung over one shoulder. Tits, pressing against a white shirt, almost bounced as she laughed loudly. I didn’t see her face, but I knew that laugh, and I’d licked, kissed, and sucked that neck enough to recognize it. My body remained rigid as she straightened from having her head thrown back. Then she turned and I saw her profile. That fucking beauty mark.

How many times had I kissed that spot?

Pepper was saying something but instead of looking back at her she turned in my direction, her eyes caught mine, and she stilled. The cornflower-blue pools swirled with so many emotions before she blinked and stiffened. Her smile was gone, as if I had walked in and sucked the air from the room, along with the joy.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Pepper snapped, and Salem jerked, startled. “What the hell are you doing here!”

Tearing my eyes from Salem, I met Pepper’s furious glare.

“Security,” I replied coldly, trying not to swing my eyes back to soak in the sight of Salem.

“Security?” Pepper asked, confused, but it seemed to click with her. “Micah fucking Abe.”

I watched as she pulled her phone from her pocket and punched a button angrily before putting it to her ear.

She then pointed at me. “You, go. To the back. Just away.”

I cocked an eyebrow. Was she fucking serious? I wasn’t her goddamn lap dog. I narrowed my gaze, then walked right behind the bar where she was and snatched up a glass while she watched me.

Salem’s eyes following me felt like an electric current. It wasn’t that I could just feel her; there was energy pulsing through me because of it.

“Get your whiskey and go,” Pepper demanded. “Micah!” she then shouted into the phone and walked out of the space behind the bar as she began to ream him a new one.

I lifted my eyes from the glass to meet Salem’s. Damn, that face. Jesus, it was still like a kick in the gut. Would I ever be immune to it?

“You got the job,” I said, then picked up my glass and took a drink.

She nodded and began to fidget with the stem of the martini glass in front of her. “Yes.” Her voice was soft and unsure.

I studied her hand and saw the wedding rings were still gone. Just like they’d been at the art gallery. Why? Had she been leaving her husband? Was that why she’d come back south?

Her hand moved away then, and she stuck it in her lap, out of my view. My eyes lifted slowly back to hers, and I took a moment to memorize how good her tits looked in that shirt. The creamy mounds peeked from the top, tempting a man like Eve with her fucking apple. Her swift intake of breath made them slightly bounce. I smirked and set my glass down, then met her eyes.

“How long have you been here?” I asked her.

Her tongue came out and licked her lips. That bottom one a little bigger than the top. I used to bite it until she cried out. I’d been obsessed with it.

“Almost two months,” she replied, then cleared her throat. “I, uh…we should be going.”

We? I cut my eyes to the woman beside her. A blonde, wearing a pair of orange glasses, was staring at me with a mixture of surprise, interest, and I thought amusement.

She gave me a small smile. “Hi, I’m Marlana. I work with Salem,” she said brightly.

“We should go,” Salem told her. “I think Pepper has some, uh, issues to deal with.”

“Just her brother trying to keep her safe. She’ll be back in a moment,” I said, not wanting her to leave. “I didn’t know you had been back around. Pepper didn’t mention it.”

She dropped her eyes, and a tight smile touched her mouth. “Yeah, well…” She lifted a shoulder in a shrug.

She’d asked Pepper not to tell me.

“Don’t tell me you’re trying to avoid me, Angel Face,” I drawled, using the name that I had called her back then.

Like I’d intended, her eyes snapped back up to meet mine, and along with the anger displayed, I could see hurt. Even now, all these years later, there was an instant unsettling inside me at the idea that she was hurt.

“Don’t,” she said, then took a deep breath. “Don’t call me that.” She turned to her blonde friend. “Let’s go.”

When her eyes didn’t meet mine and she stood, slipping a purse over her shoulder, I grappled with the panic that she was about to walk away again.

“Still not wearing those wedding bands,” I said, knowing that would get her attention. “Trouble in paradise?”

Salem stared at the floor for a moment as her shoulders rose and fell with each breath she took. Then she straightened, and I thought she’d look at me. But she didn’t. She said nothing and started toward the exit. Running from me again.

Fuck!

“What did I just hear you say to her?” Pepper’s voice sneered behind me.

My hand gripped the glass tightly. “You obviously heard me,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant and not like I was debating smashing this glass against the wall.

“You son of a bitch,” she snarled.

“Watch it, Pepper,” I warned, my entire body on edge.

I didn’t need to be pushed anymore. There was a fucking limit, and I was at mine.

Pepper slapped her hand, palm down, on the counter in front of me. “Her husband is dead.” The fury in her voice as she said the four words made me think she’d point a gun at my head if she had one handy. “The night she came here for the first time, it was to drink his favorite beer on the one-year anniversary of his death. I don’t give a shit what went down with the two of you all those years ago. She doesn’t deserve your cruel words. She’s not from your world, and she’s not a club skank.”

My fire sizzled out as quickly as it had been ignited. I blew out a breath and stared down at my glass as I released the ironclad hold I’d had on it.

Fuck. Dead. Jesus.

The pang was no longer a slight prick that made me uncomfortable. It had morphed into a burning pulse that went beyond painful.

“Why was she here?” My voice sounded void of the turmoil eating at me.

“Because I invited her to come in on Monday evenings. I told her the MC wouldn’t be here. I meant you, but she’s not opened up to me about you, so I wasn’t specific. I like her. She is lost and lonely. You know how I am about needing to save people. She needs help finding her way more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

She hadn’t been much different all those years ago either. Lost and lonely. Searching for a place to fit. So goddamn beautiful that it hurt, yet clueless and wanting me. The one bastard who should have never touched her. But I had. I’d touched her and been so addicted that I was crazed with it.

“You and your fucking strays,” I muttered, then winced.

Mom would have hated to know she was alone again. But she was the one who told me to let her go. She’d been right. I would have destroyed Salem.

She’d fallen in love again. She had loved someone else. Even if she’d lost him, she’d had that.

Someone else had had her love, her heart. That knowledge wasn’t supposed to slice through me, but it did. That hadn’t just been mine once; it had been mine first.
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Twenty-One Years Ago

My phone alerted me of a text, but I had oil on my hands as I worked on a bike.

Shana had come by early and sat, waiting on me to finish up. We were going to a party at a friend of hers tonight. Going to her uppity friend’s house was the last thing I wanted to do, but since we’d started officially dating, she’d been pushing for more. I was putting up with it because she would let me fuck her anywhere. The girl was a nympho. I’d already decided I was bending her over in the stockroom here before we left. She had shown up with a skirt that barely covered her ass.

I glanced over at her. “Get my phone and see who it is. My back right pocket.”

She sauntered over and smiled at me as she slid her hand into my pocket and pulled it out.

“It’s your mom,” she said.

Mom didn’t text often. She normally called. Even with the new phone she’d gotten herself last month, which was one of the best on the market. I grabbed my hand towel and wiped off the oil, then took my phone from Shana.

“I think it’s a picture,” she said, her eyes following my phone.

Opening it up, I stared down at the photo, then enlarged it so I could see it better. Mom might as well have driven her ass down here and taken a hammer and hit me in the chest with it. Inhaling oxygen literally burned me as Salem smiled at the camera. She had already been the most beautiful girl I’d ever laid my eyes on, but, holy fuck, what did Mom have her wearing?

Jesus.

Then there was the child television star looking at her as if she were his and he owned her. She wasn’t his. Was she? Had she done things with him? Had she finally kissed someone?

The wrench in my hand began to bite into my palm; I was gripping it so tightly. I wanted to hurl it through the wall. Roar like a goddamn animal because I wanted her. Me. I wanted Salem so bad that it consumed me.

But I had walked away. Only went to Mom’s twice a week at most, and Shana was always with me. It wasn’t fair to Shana, but she was my buffer. My insurance policy that I wouldn’t push Salem into the nearest closet and feast on her glossy pink lips.

What if he’d taken her virginity? Girls got attached and shit when guys did that. Was she like that with him now?

Rage became my pulse. I wasn’t going to be able to stand back and let this happen.

She’d wanted me. It was all over that gorgeous face. Those eyes had almost been my undoing. I guessed they still were. Because looking down at this photo, I knew I was going to get back what had been mine for the taking.

Shoving the phone back into my pocket, I dropped the towel in the dirty clothes hamper and barely glanced at Shana. “Can’t go tonight. I got some shit I need to handle.”

“What?” she asked in a higher-pitched voice than normal, which hinted that she was about to pitch a fit.

“You heard me,” I replied. “Go on so I can lock up.”

“Not until you tell me what shit you gotta handle. And what was that picture your mom sent you?”

I shook my head, stalking toward the inside of the repair shop from the garage. “Not your concern.”

“Was it that girl?!” she shouted. “I saw a hot-pink dress. I knew you liked her! But you swore that it was the other way around. You can’t keep from looking at her when we are at your mom’s. I see it, Rome!”

Stopping at the door, I knew I should feel guilty, but right now, I had so much fury and panic, thinking that I was too fucking late, churning inside me that there was no room for another emotion. “You’re right. I can’t. It’s best you go.”

“What?!” she shrieked. “You’re kidding me, right?”

Trying to find a shred of sympathy in my inner turmoil, I turned around. “You were a buffer. But I don’t need that anymore. We had a good time, yeah. Let’s leave it at that.”

Her face was a mix of disbelief and outrage. “Oh my God. Are you breaking up with me? She is sixteen. How many times did you tell me that when I mentioned her always staring longingly at you?”

I sighed, then nodded. “Yeah, she is. But it seems I’m gonna wait for the day she’s legal, and until then, I’m gonna keep the pricks away. Because she belongs to me.”

The tears glistening in Shana’s eyes meant more drama, and I didn’t have time for that. I had to get to that fucking prom and make sure Salem didn’t end the night in a hotel room. If she’d already fucked him, I might kill him.
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Salem

Present Day
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Doing my best to smile and pretend as if I wasn’t exhausted, I sat in our morning staff meeting and listened to Marlana’s ideas for summer exhibitions.

When I had finally gotten to sleep last night, it had been after two in the morning. Replaying Rome’s words, the looks he’d given me, and crying over…what I couldn’t put my finger on exactly. There were too many different emotions warring for first place. But perhaps the top spot was the hollowness that had come with the knowledge that Rome no longer cared if he hurt me.

Deep down, I’d carried his memories with me—what we’d had, how he had made me feel wanted all those years. I had felt guilty for needing that as a source of comfort when Eamon should have been my only place to seek that. I dealt with the weight of it when I let it surface by telling myself that Rome was my first love. That it was normal. If it could have stayed that way. My belief that the devastation Rome had caused me eighteen years ago was due to his pain over losing his mom no longer held any rank. He continued to make it clear just how little he felt for me.

“Okay, wait,” Banner said with his cup of coffee halfway to his mouth. “Did you just say, We love with our hearts and not with our parts?”

I glanced from him to Marlana, who was grinning and nodding her head.

“It’s brilliant, isn’t it?”

For the first time since last night, I felt like laughing. Not because I didn’t agree with her, but because it was funny.

“We are putting that on shirts,” Banner said, then pointed at me. “Write that down. That’s going on shirts. We are going to be famous.”

“It is rather catchy,” Kendrix agreed.

I began to type it out as a giggle bubbled out of me. God, I had needed her quirkiness this morning.

“I’m glad we are all in agreement,” Marlana replied, then closed her MacBook with a flourish. “Now, who wants to talk about what we are going to eat for lunch?”

Banner glanced at his watch. “I have an eighth-grade class coming in twenty minutes for a tour. I need to get to my office and prepare.”

“By prepare, you mean pop an Adderall?” Marlana quipped.

He cocked his eyebrow. “Don’t judge.”

“Oh, I’m not. But if you care to share, you know where to find me.”

Those two were an excellent distraction.

“How was last night? Even if it is girl’s night I wish I’d been there instead. The kids have been giving my ex hell lately. She sent them to me for the week to deal with them,” Kendrix said with a sigh. “And I thought twins were hard as babies. Having a seventeen-year-old boy and girl makes me miss the days I was up all night, feeding or changing one of them.”

I’d seen photos of his twins. They were gorgeous kids. Hearing anyone talk about their kids in general always sent a wave of sorrow through me because I’d never have that. No late-night feedings, no diapers, no toddler tantrums, nothing. Only Eamon had known how badly I wanted a baby. But after losing my third one, I stopped trying. It had done a number on me emotionally, and I didn’t want to keep going through it.

Collecting my laptop and purse, I stood up. “No worries. Kids come first. Besides, we left early. I had work to do.”

Lie. We had left early because my first love had walked in and was an asshole.

Kendrix fell into step beside me as I made my way to the door. When I had interviewed with Marlana, she’d said he wouldn’t be around regularly, yet there hadn’t been a day that I was here and he didn’t show up. When he had strode into the meeting this morning, I could tell by the look on Marlana’s and Banner’s faces that they were surprised. I had taken that as it being abnormal. I didn’t want to assume this was because of me, but I was slightly worried about his interest in me. I hoped it was professional only.

“No need to be alarmed, but there is a biker dude outside the entrance,” Banner whispered as he stepped in front of us. “Tattoos, leather vest, smoking a cigarette. The whole nine yards. There are even rings on his fingers,” he added. Then he looked back over his shoulder. “And I’ll be completely honest—he is hot.”

Kendrix took a drink from his cup, then started to step around Banner. “I’ll handle it.”

“No, wait,” I said before he could go any further.

My heart was already picking up its pace. I knew who it was. The only person it could be. But why was he here?

Kendrix looked back at me, frowning.

“I…it’s, uh…he’s here to see me,” I replied reluctantly.

I didn’t want to share my past with my coworkers. Marlana had learned enough last night. She’d been full of questions when we left the bar, but I had been as vague as I could be.

“He’s here?” she asked, excitement in her tone, as she came up behind me.

I nodded. “Apparently.”

“Who?” Kendrix asked as Banner said, “You know the sexy, dangerous biker man?” I blew out a breath, then nodded, turning to Marlana. “Could you take my things to my office?” I asked her.

She reached for my laptop and purse. “Sure, but you have to tell me what he says.” Her interest had her wide-eyed.

I didn’t want to tell anyone what he had come here to say. Probably for me to stay the hell out of his favorite bar.

Both men were looking at me, and I knew I had to say something.

I glanced at Banner, then Kendrix. “He is my past. We knew each other a long time ago,” I replied. “I’ll see what he wants.”

I didn’t wait for either to respond before heading to the door.

He turned then, and our eyes met as he took a pull from the cigarette in his mouth.

What are you doing here, Rome? Was last night not enough for you?

His gaze traveled over my body as I approached the door. Why was it that Rome could make me question my clothing choices when I had felt confident in my outfit only moments ago? I stared at him silently before reaching up to unlock the dead bolt.

Get this over with, Salem, I told myself, then opened the door and stepped into the humid, warm late-winter day.

When the door clicked shut behind me, I met his stare. “What can I do for you, Rome?” I asked in a formal tone.

He smirked and took the cigarette from his mouth. “If that ain’t a fucking loaded question,” he drawled.

I didn’t have to look back inside to know that they were watching us.

“We open soon, and a biker on the front doorsteps when the eighth-grade tour group shows up might cause an issue.”

His deep chuckle sent an unwanted tingle through me. He cut his gaze toward the three inside, and a sardonic smile curled his lips. “Already got the men in there panting after you, I see,” he said, then shifted his attention back to me.

“One is my boss, and one thinks you’re hot. So, no. Now, why are you here?”

He took another pull from the cigarette as his eyes held mine. “I’m sorry about what I said. You didn’t tell me about”—he paused, and his jaw twitched—“your husband.”

Pepper must have told him. I was sure she had because she was angry about what he’d said, but I still didn’t like him knowing about Eamon. That was off-limits for him.

I nodded. “Fine. Is that all?”

His sigh sounded as jagged as he was. “Is that how it’s gonna be then?” he asked while he looked at me as if he was reading my thoughts instead of waiting for me to speak.

“How what is going to be, Rome? What is it you want from me?” I snapped, annoyed at how he could still stir things inside me that I did not want to feel.

The corner of his lips quirked. “You used to be sweet, Angel Face.”

I tensed. “I asked you not to call me that.”

He took a step toward me and slid his knuckles under my chin, tilting my head back. “I’ll call you what the fuck I want to.” His eyes drifted over my face, pausing at my lips.

“You already pointed out that I was old,” I reminded him. “I’ve done nothing to you to deserve you mocking me. And calling me Angel Face is just that.”

There was humor in his gaze that made me want to slap him.

“Are you needing a compliment? The mirror you look in every day ain’t enough for you? Come now, sweetheart. You’re not blind, and we both know your ego doesn’t need stroking by me.” He licked his bottom lip, and although it was quick, the silver bar in his tongue flashed at me.

I jerked my chin free of his hold and stepped back. “I don’t have an ego. I have feelings. Something you stopped caring about a long time ago.” The words came out bitter and gave entirely too much away.

His nostrils flared slightly, and he tensed. “Now, who is mocking who?”

I shook my head. “This is…” I threw up my hands in frustration. “This is ridiculous. That is what this is. We are adults. We have lived different lives. Loved other people. Can we just let the past go? Why are we acting like this? Is it our need for closure?”

He stood there silently while we looked at each other. Neither knowing the answer, it seemed.

“Not looking for closure. I don’t close a good book until the story ends,” he drawled, then put his cigarette back in his mouth. “Have a good day, Angel Face.” He said the last two words with a grin, then walked down the stairs while I stood there and watched him.

It wasn’t until he reached his Harley and threw his leg over it, then glanced back at me that I realized what I was doing. Spinning around, I opened the door and went inside.
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Going to Ocala for two weeks had cleared my head. I was able to somewhat shake loose the Salem shit that had been trying to claw at me—or at least shove it back from the forefront of my mind. I wasn’t going to let her affect my life. It had been the shock of seeing her again—that was all. Nothing more. I’d been thinking about her as if I were still that kid who thought all that mattered was having Salem Gray.

She’d been right. We’d needed closure. I’d never fucking gotten it. Maybe that was it. We’d had it. I could move past her being in the same city.

Nixie’s arms tightened around my waist as my Harley roared beneath us. This was my life. Surrounded by my brothers, my club, my family. These were my people. My past would stay in the past. Mom had been right.

Micah was the only bike in front of me as we rode to Toxic Throttle for the evening. Dolly was tucked in behind him, and the idea of her going to a strip club made me chuckle. Not that Micah would be looking. More than likely, he’d end up keeping her in the office.

We were getting there early since Nixie was working tonight and had to get ready, as did Coco, who was on the back of Country’s bike, and Delight, who was on Pinch’s.

Grinder and Butch managed Toxic Throttle. It wasn’t our most elite club, but the strippers were high-end. It drew in the middle class and tourists.

Earlier today, Nixie had mentioned doing one of our adult films, testing the waters to see my reaction. The girl could take a dick in any hole and moan like a pro. She’d be excellent on-screen. I had no problem with it. She wasn’t mine. I just happened to enjoy her tight cunt and how far she’d take my cock down her throat.

I’d learned she had major daddy issues. She liked that I was older, and she enjoyed doing the young-girl thing, like coming to me in nothing but a school-uniform miniskirt and socks pulled up to her knees.

I was guilty of bending her over the sofa in my room last night and pretending she was someone else. Another girl too young for me once. One I had wanted more than my next breath. I’d come so hard that I made her keep it on while I changed condoms, then took her ass.

Micah held up his hand to signal the group as he turned left instead of right. What was going on? Dolly glanced back at us, and with her helmet on, it was hard to see her expression, but I did know she wasn’t smiling.

Just before we reached Paradise Brew, Micah pulled into the empty parking lot of a souvenir store that had seasonal hours and was currently closed. He cut his engine and climbed off the bike, and then he made a slice with his hand for us to turn off our engines.

With a chin lift from him, the others did what I was already doing. Going to see what this was about. He looked unlike his normal easygoing self. There was a dangerous edge to him.

“The hidden alarm at Pep’s has gone off. The one I put there just for me. It’s silent, and it goes directly to my phone. I don’t know what the fuck is happening, but we need to treat it like a worst-case scenario. Our bikes pulling in the parking lot will alert whoever is an issue that they have company.

“We are going to walk over and go in at every entrance. Women stay here, except for Dolly, Nina, and Goldie.”

He swung his eyes to me. “We go in the back. I’m putting our three women in a back room near the exit. I want you to guard it.”

I nodded. He wanted me protecting his wife. I understood. He needed to be focused to help Pepper.

“Ringer, you stay here with the prospects to protect the girls.”

The Micah from before Dolly wouldn’t have thought about the other girls’ safety. But he knew his wife would have something to say if they were left out here with no protection. Knowing Dolly, I was sure she’d refuse to leave them, and he’d have to toss her tiny ass over his shoulder to get her to move.

“Jars, Grinder, and Butch, take the front entrance. Lick, Pinch, and Fox, go in the side door. Country and Brick, you’re with me and Tex in the back. Do what needs to be done to protect Pepper first,” he added.

My head was playing out several scenarios. If this was another club or someone here to seek revenge on The Judgment, then it was going to be messy.

“Tex,” Nixie called out as I started to follow Micah.

She had her orders, and I had mine. There was unmistakable panic in her voice. I didn’t have patience for that shit.

It had probably been a mistake, letting her ride on the back of my bike.
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When Eamon had gotten sick with Goodpasture syndrome and we were given his life expectancy, I’d lain in bed that night, thinking about death. How his life had been shortened because he’d ignored signs and hidden them from me, afraid of the cause. I had thought about Vanna and her fight with cancer. Then I had let myself think about my death.

How would it happen? What would it be that took my life in the end?

I could tell you that not one time had I imagined this. Sitting frozen on a barstool beside Kendrix, Pepper on the other side of the counter, with six men—who looked far more frightening than the bikers had—pointing guns at us.

The other customers were cowered under tables and hiding behind whatever object they had found. They seemed to be safe, however, because it was this direction where the scary men were focused.

I wasn’t sure I’d breathed since Pepper had stopped talking and gotten still.

She had been telling us about the new band she had coming in to play on Thursday night, but her words simply halted. I saw her reach for something under the bar, but she didn’t pull out anything. There were gasps, curses, and scraping of chairs behind us, causing me to turn around to see what was happening. Why Pepper had paled and gone silent, what the frantic noises were all about.

The six men were covered in tattoos. One had a tattoo that went all the way up onto his face—which, like the others, had several piercings. The man in the center of them all—if he hadn’t reminded me of a thug, I would have thought he was attractive—was the leader. There was that unmistakable air of authority about him. His darker skin and light-brown eyes, which reminded me of honey, made for a nice mix, if not for the cruel glint in his eyes.

His gaze settled on Kendrix, then swung to me, and a sadistic smile curled his lips, which made me shiver.

“Jett,” he said and winked at me before turning his gaze back to Kendrix, “you’ve been ignoring my calls.”

Kendrix started to move, and three of the men turned their aim directly at him.

“Wait!” Kendrix shouted. “Don’t do this…here,” he said.

The honey-eyed man’s attention shifted back to me, almost as if he was amused.

He tilted his head slightly, and then his gaze traveled down my body, making me feel exposed. “While I can appreciate your taste in cunts and the distraction this one must be,” he said in a slow, raspy voice, his eyes shooting back to Kendrix, “you stole from us. You stole from me.” The man made a tsking sound. “You should have known better.”

“No, I—”

The man cut him off, “Are you calling me a liar, Jett?”

“No, of course not.”

“Sure sounds like it.” He looked at the men flanking him, and they nodded in agreement. Then he cut his gaze back to me. I wished he’d stop that. “I might take some collateral.”

“Wait, I can get it,” Kendrix began.

The man snapped his cold gaze back to him. “Oh, so you do know where it is? And here I thought, you were telling me that you didn’t steal from me.” He nodded his head at the man to his right. “Bring her to me.”

My blood ran cold as the other man began taking long strides in our direction. The twisted grin on his face had me pressing my back against the bar behind me, trying to put distance that I didn’t have between us. Kendrix’s hand shot out to grab my arm. The man moved so quickly that I barely had time to react as the end of his gun was pressed against Kendrix’s forehead, shoving him backward.

The fingers that wrapped around my upper arm bit into my skin. I let out a cry from the pain as he jerked me up hard from the stool I had been sitting on to make me stand to my feet. If he tightened his hold on me any more, I was sure he’d snap my humerus in two. Tears stung my eyes from the pain, and I wobbled slightly on my heels before he began pulling me with him toward the honey-eyed man.

“Jesus, easy with her, Fly. I didn’t tell you to break her. She’s too pretty to be roughed up.”

The ironlike grip eased immediately, and I gasped in relief. He shoved me forward until I was in the man’s face. His eyes drifted over my face as he studied me, and then he reached out a finger and ran it along my jawline.

“I’m sorry, precious,” he apologized. “Fly is a brute. I should have sent Hatter to handle you.” He cut his eyes to his left. “Protect this, brother.”

If I could grow any stiffer, I would as another one of them came up behind me. My heart was hammering so loudly that it was almost all I could hear.

“It’s all right, love.” His voice was gentle, but that only seemed to make him more terrifying.

“Let her go, please. I’ll go with you to the gallery. It’s there.” Kendrix’s voice sounded panicked.

The honey-eyed man lifted his gaze from my lips, which he’d been studying, to my eyes and the evil gleam that lit his made me tremble. A pair of hands grabbed my upper arms, but not like the man he’d called Fly had. These were large, firm, and meant to move me, not manhandle me.

“Step over here with me,” the voice said.

With the sight of the other five men and their guns pointed at the bar, I went with him, not wanting to provoke anyone to shoot. He walked me over a few steps, then turned me to face Kendrix, Pepper, the two customers sitting at the opposite end of the bar—a couple who had been laughing and holding hands earlier—and the bartender, Regina, who had come in moments before these men did.

It was the calm yet almost-pissed expression on Pepper’s face that got my attention. The others were pale, and Regina was visibly shaking as tears rolled down her face. However, Pepper appeared ready to stalk over here and jerk their guns out of their hands, then hit them on the heads with their weapons.

The man released my arms, only to wrap one of his around my neck, pressing my back against his chest as he pointed his gun back at Kendrix.

What had Kendrix done? Why did he know these people?

This was a gang. They had all the signs of one. The matching tattoos on their arms, for starters. I hadn’t realized they all had the same one until I was so close to them. It was the grinning mouth of a skull with a cigarette in its teeth, which had smoke curling up from the tip, and two rifles behind it, crossing to make an X.

“You see, Jett,” the honey-eyed man continued, “I shouldn’t have to come looking for you.” He paused and flashed his sadistic smile over at me. “Although that part might be forgiven, seeing as what lovely company you keep.” Then he turned back to Kendrix. “But it’s respect, yeah. The respect that is due. You do your job. You get to live. You get to keep the little art gallery you have. Rent-free. But you disrespected me. Did you think I wouldn’t notice the candy missing?” He shook his head, as if disappointed with a child. “I didn’t get the title of Lord because I was a stupid fuck.”

My breathing came in small, rattling gasps as I watched Kendrix. His eyes swung to me, and he did look very sorry. That didn’t get me released, but he appeared to be upset about this. Well, maybe more like petrified, which didn’t ease my mind. There was literal sweat beading on his brow.

“I had some bills,” Kendrix began, turning his eyes back to the man. “It was a mistake. I was going to pay you for it.”

A deep, amused laugh rang out, and I jumped, startled. The man’s hold on me tightened, but when he realized I wasn’t trying to get free, it loosened.

“You smell fucking delicious,” his voice said close to my ear.

Bile rose in my throat, and for the first time, I started considering what they might be planning to do to me. What if they didn’t give me back? What if they took me with them?

“You had bills that cost more than half a mil? You were gonna pay that back? When, Jett? Please tell me when you were gonna have cash like that? Hmm? Because last I checked, that gallery don’t make that kinda cash.”

Half a million dollars? What candy cost half a million…oh. Wait. Holy shit.

My eyes widened as I stared at my boss, the guy I’d thought was a divorced dad of two, who went to bed before ten, liked to watch baseball, and was an avid collector of vinyl records. Had he been involved with drugs? That had to be it. The candy that was worth more money than I’d ever make in a lifetime.

Pepper moved then, sauntering out from behind the bar like a supermodel on a runway. I held my breath.

“As fascinating as this entire situation is,” she said in her thick Southern drawl, “can I ask you gentlemen to perhaps take it outside? I got to make a living myself, and this ain’t helping my business.” She stopped, placing a hand on her hip and glaring at the honey-eyed man who had called himself Lord, as if he didn’t have two of his men pointing their guns directly at her. Although, by the way she was acting, you’d never know it.

“You’ll have to forgive me,” the man replied. “I intend to take this elsewhere.” He glanced at his men. “Not that one. She’s Micah Abe’s sister.” Then he turned his gaze back to her. “I’m not here to piss off your brother or The Judgment. Fuck’s sake, the last thing I need is the damn Mafia on my ass.”

She nodded her head at me. “I’d like my friend back.”

He sighed. “That I can’t do. She’s not Micah Abe’s or The Judgment’s. She was here with Jett. I’m taking her as my insurance in case this one tries to run.”

Pepper’s eyes flickered with fury. Was she insane? They had guns. Why was she so, so calm? And who was the Mafia? The Judgment was an MC. Did Florida have a Mafia?

“That ain’t gonna work for me,” she replied.

The man holding me laughed, as did a couple of the others.

“Like I said, you are the only one off-limits.” He licked his lips. “Because of The Judgment. If not, you’d be going with me too.”

Pepper rolled her eyes. I stared at her in shock, horror, and a touch of awe. I wanted to be Pepper Abe in my next life.

“With or without Micah, I wouldn’t be going with you. And neither is she. Now, you can let her go, or I can make you,” Pepper warned him.

All the men began to laugh as if this were a stand-up comedy club and some comedian was onstage.

Then…Pepper smirked.

“I’ve always thought Pep was witty as fuck,” a deep voice drawled from behind us.

The man’s arm around my neck tightened until I couldn’t breathe as he swung me around with him to see who had spoken. My feet slid, and one of my heels came off in my struggle to touch the ground and breathe.

A man stood with his arms crossed over his chest, and his stance relaxed as a wicked grin played across his face. His hair was as black as mine and hung just below his ears. The deep olive complexion and his pale blue eyes were a startling mixture. He didn’t look my way, but winked in Pepper’s direction.

It was then I recognized his leather vest. It was like Rome’s. He was one of the MC members. But he wasn’t holding a gun, and he was alone. This couldn’t be the calvary.

“Now, how is it that you showed up here?” the man I thought was called Lord asked.

The other man shifted his gaze from Pepper to him rather slowly. “We stop in. Check on Pep. Listen to her jokes.”

“I don’t want issues with The Judgment. I want the candy that the man at the bar stole from me. That’s it,” he said with a small shrug.

The other man snickered as he looked from him to me. “What about her? You gonna let her go?”

I could feel the others’ eyes on me. I held my breath, waiting and praying silently that he said yes.

“She’s my insurance, collateral, payment for the hassle.”

The man with the leather vest shook his head slowly, as if he hated to share the bad news with him. “That wasn’t the right answer, I’m afraid.”

All at once, men in black leather vests began to enter the bar from every available door. Unlike the blue-eyed man, they had guns aimed in this direction. It continued until we were surrounded.

“Seems you pissed off The Judgment after all,” the blue-eyed man said.

Lord glanced around and smirked. “This doesn’t have to get messy. Just give me Kendrix Jett, and we will leave.”

The blue-eyed man cut his eyes to me. “And her.”

The other guy sighed. “She was with Jett. She goes with me. What does it matter to you if we take her?”

“Clear out,” a man said.

I watched as Micah Abe came walking between two men near the back door.

“Everyone not involved in this, head out the entrance. Sorry for the disruption. Won’t happen again. Come on back tomorrow for free drinks and fried pickles,” Micah informed the customers, who began to scuffle, then dart for the door, coming out from under tables and other hiding places.

“Micah Abe,” Lord said without turning around to look at him. He kept his focus on the blue-eyed man who had no weapon, as if he was more worried about him than all the others holding guns. “I was just telling your men here that I just want Kendrix Jett and the woman he came in here with. He stole from me. You know how that works. If someone takes from you, then you go get it.”

Micah truly did look like a movie star as he walked with a swagger into the bar. He reminded me of Brad Pitt in his younger years. He seemed out of place and not at all formidable, yet so calm. Much like his sister.

“You can have Kendrix, but I believe Lick was clear—the woman stays here.”

The man chuckled. “Come now. Word is, you got a woman on the back of your bike and a ring on your finger, Abe. What do you want with this hot cunt? Just taking my pay, is all.”

I shivered, trying not to think about what would happen to me if they took me. I might not die, but I would want to. I’d much rather take a bullet than be raped.

“Easy, beautiful,” the man holding me said. “No need to tremble. Lord won’t share you. He likes to make hot little bitches like you his sole property.” He paused, and his hot breath was on my skin. I winced. “But if he gets bored, I’ll be the first one to get a taste of this pussy.” He then pressed his hardness beneath his jeans against my lower back.

“Hatter!” Lord’s voice was a sharp sound that had the man holding me to his chest straightening.

“Sorry, brother. She smells so good,” he replied.

Lord glared at him.

“Last chance,” the blue-eyed man that Micah had called Lick said, his voice a snarl, unlike previously.

I saw Micah raise a hand, as if to tell Lick to hold on, but Lick’s threatening gaze was locked on Lord before it moved to me.

“Now, this seems to be a lot of wasted effort for a cunt,” Lord said.

The time it took for me to blink, I saw Lick’s lightning quick move, and then the gun was aimed at me or the man holding me. It was so brief, and then I was falling forward as something wet hit my cheek. The man’s hold was gone, and he fell back, splayed out on the floor.

Shouts, then another one of the men with Lord went down. I sucked in air, frozen in horror. Looking down at my arm, I saw splatters of blood, and I wanted to scream, but nothing came out.

“Let’s go,” a now-familiar male voice said, and I lifted my gaze to see Lick in front of me.

I blinked up at him. “Did you shoot me?” My words came out barely above a whisper.

An offended look came over him. “No, doll. I shot the fucker who had you. That’s his blood. We’ll get it off.”

I swallowed and nodded, although he hadn’t asked me a question. My throat was so tight that I felt as if I couldn’t speak, so I didn’t try again.

“Take her out the back!” Micah ordered. “Have the others taken to the bikes.”

Lick nodded but kept his eyes locked on me. “Can you walk?”

I said nothing. I had on one heel. Where was my other? Where was Kendrix?

I turned then to look for Kendrix or my shoe. Not sure what I should be doing. Then a scream tore from my throat at the sight of Kendrix on the ground. Blood coming from his mouth and his eyes staring blankly. He’d been shot. Who had shot him? Why?

Arms scooped me up, and I started to fight back.

“Easy, wildcat,” Lick said and jostled me until he was carrying me close to his chest. “Gotta get you outta here.”

I stared up at him as he began to walk. Where was he taking me? Where was Pepper?

“He’s dead.” I said the two words aloud more for my sake than anything. Letting it sink in.

“Fucker shouldn’t have stolen whatever drug the Landiagos were smuggling through his art gallery,” he replied, glancing down at me. “You aren’t involved in that shit, are you?”

I shook my head, not understanding. “What shit?”

He did a survey of my face, then lifted his eyes back to see where he was going. “Good. Not that they’d get to you. I’d kill ’em first.”

Who?

“What’s the Landiagos?” I asked instead.

“Lord and his gang. They’ve been transporting drugs into the Miami port for years, but mostly stay out of our way. Until today.”

And Kendrix had been helping them? He was dead. His kids! Oh God, and Marlana!

“Get the women back to the bikes,” Lick said to someone. “Micah will get Dolly when we get to the front parking lot. He’s going out that way.”

A door opened, and we went through it. There was a chill in the evening air when we stepped outside.

“Who has Pep?” a man asked.

“I have my own damn self, Country, and if you try and touch me, I will break your arm,” she replied.

Lick’s chest rumbled with a laugh. He was so relaxed as he continued to carry me. He’d just killed a man. There was blood on my face, dress, and arm, but he appeared as if nothing had happened.

“Who is Lick carrying?” a voice asked, one that I knew so well that it was embedded in my soul.

I sucked in a breath as relief sank over me. He was here. I needed to see him. He’d be able to tell me things. Explain all this. But as I scanned the area around us, I couldn’t see him.

Where was Rome?
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I waited for someone to tell me who the fuck Lick had in his arms. That raven hair was too fucking similar to Salem’s.

“Salem,” Pepper said as a tiny smirk played on her lips.

I’d heard the gunfire. The blood drained from my face, and I felt as if ice had replaced my veins.

“She’s fine. Just a little shook up. Seems that Lord son of a bitch wanted to take her home with him.”

“Lord? That was the fucking Landiagos? Did he touch her?” I seethed as the ice morphed into boiling rage.

I hadn’t realized I’d stopped walking when Pepper turned around and looked back at me.

“Come on. You can’t go back and kill him now. Micah let them go with a warning. The warning being Hatter and some ugly dude with a tattoo on his face. The Hatter guy was the first shot you heard. He was holding Salem when Lick put a bullet in his head.”

I ran my hand through my hair, trying to get some grip on the spiral of shit in my chest and head.

Hatter was Lord’s motherfucking brother. His only brother alive. The older two had been shot three years ago. He’d want revenge. He’d wanted Salem.

My eyes swung back to Lick as he reached the parking lot where we’d left our bikes. Lord hadn’t taken her because of Lick. I should have been in there, but, dammit, I hadn’t known Salem was there.

“Oh, and her boss was killed. Seems the gallery owner was helping the Landiagos smuggle in drugs, and he kept some. That’s why they were there. For Kendrix. I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess she’s never seen anyone shot,” Pepper continued.

I turned my attention back to Pepper. A single high heel shoe dangled from her fingers. That was odd, but I didn’t care why.

“She was here with her boss?” I asked. Why the fuck this mattered I didn’t know. The man was dead.

She nodded. “Yeah. They came in once or twice every week. They weren’t dating. Not that he didn’t want to. He had a thing for her, but she was either blind to it or ignored it well. Regardless, she saw his dead body on the ground with blood seeping out of his mouth. It’s going to be hard on her. She’d just began a fresh start too…” Pepper trailed off.

“Time to clear out,” Micah’s voice called out as he walked from the exit over to Dolly, who had been walking in front of us with Jars and Nina.

I watched her run to him, and he opened his arms for her to bury her face in his chest. I’d feared that his love for Dolly would make him weak. Seemed it had done the opposite. He was more focused now. Unlike Liam, who I knew was ready to hand the role of president over to Micah. His family kept him away more often than he was there or here. The fact that he even made it to church anymore surprised me. Every time I left Devil’s to head back here, I wondered if it would be the last time I called him Prez.

I waited until Micah caught up to me before falling into step beside him and Dolly. There were several things pressing on my mind right now, but one sat at the top spot.

“What are we going to do with Salem?” I asked him point-blank.

He glanced at me over Dolly’s head. There was a small pucker between his brow as he frowned, like he didn’t know who I was talking about. He’d just had a man shot over her.

“Is that the bit—woman Lick saved?”

I didn’t have to look down to know Dolly was scowling up at him for almost referring to Salem as a bitch. My own hand had started to fist. I knew it meant nothing. Just the way we talked, but Salem wasn’t a club slut or one of the girls who worked for us.

“Yes,” I said, trying not to clench my teeth and snarl at him.

“You know her?” he asked. He pressed a kiss to the top of Dolly’s head and winked at her.

He wasn’t taking this seriously enough. There were dead men in Pepper’s fucking bar, and we’d just made the head of a pretty damn big gang our enemy.

“That shit in there,” I said, pointing back at the bar, “Lick killing Hatter, just started a war. You’re aware of that, right?”

Liam would be.

Micah nodded his head once. “Yep. Lick chose to do that. I hadn’t planned on letting them take the woman. I think she’s a friend of Pep’s. I’ve seen her there more than once.” He sighed. “But Hatter pushed Lick’s crazy and got himself popped off. So, we go back to the compound. Lock it all up, get Liam on a call, and make our plans.”

We reached the others, and Pepper ran from behind us, where she’d been walking with Jars and Nina, to Salem. I allowed myself a moment to study her. Reassure myself she was okay. That the blood splattered on her creamy, flawless skin wasn’t hers. Her pale complexion and wide eyes didn’t ease me. If anything, it made the shit pounding in my head worse.

“You know her,” Micah said.

I jerked my gaze off Salem to look back at him.

No use lying about it.

I nodded. “Yeah. She lived with my mom for a few years. Bad home life. She was a student of my mom’s. She was special…to her. There with me when Mom died.” I left out the part that she’d been the air in my goddamn lungs.

Micah swung his gaze over to her. “I didn’t realize that. Then she’s more than just Pep’s friend. She’s important to you too.”

I hadn’t said that. “She was important to my mom.” The words were just there, on the borderline of sounding strangled.

He nodded. “Understood.”

I looked back toward Salem to find her eyes on me. The impulse to go ask her if she was okay was slowly inching its way up my spine, and it was getting harder to slap it the hell down. Especially when those cornflower-blue eyes looked relieved to see me. There was even some fucking color returning to her face.

Fuck.

“Tex!” Nixie cried out my name.

I reluctantly tore my gaze off Salem to see the other woman rushing to me. Tears running down her face, as if she’d been the one inside with the gang and held at gunpoint.

She hurled herself against me, grabbing on to my cut. “Oh God, I was so scared.”

I eased my leather out of her hands. “Easy,” I told her.

“I’m sorry. I’m just so glad you’re back. That was terrifying.”

“She on your bike then?” Micah asked, lifting his chin toward Nixie.

I nodded. I had to take her to Toxic Throttle. She wasn’t in any danger, and she was scheduled for tonight, as were the other girls.

“You taking her to work?”

“Yeah.”

He turned his head toward Lick. “You saved her. You get her to the compound.”

Understanding dawned on me, and I jerked my head toward Salem. She wasn’t looking at me anymore, but then with Nixie wrapped around me like I was the pole she was supposed to dance on tonight, I wasn’t surprised. Pepper was bent down in front of her, putting the heel on her foot. She’d lost it somehow. Probably when Lick was fucking carrying her.

“You good with that?” I heard Micah ask, and I turned back to him.

Was I good with it? Salem on the back of Lick’s bike? No, I wasn’t. She’d only been on the back of one bike that I knew of, and that had been mine. I’d thought she’d be the only female on the back after that first time. There had been more than I could count now.

“Who is that?” Nixie asked, not even trying to hide the jealous snark in her tone.

I ignored her and tore my eyes off the sight of Lick coming up to Salem. Seeing him touch her was fucking with my head, and Lick wasn’t someone you wanted on your bad side. He wasn’t mentally stable on a good day.

“You think she’s safe with him?” I asked.

“He killed a fucker for her. Hauled her ass out of there without a backward glance. I know he’s a messed-up son of a bitch, but he seems to like that one.”

Micah’s response wasn’t helping. It should have. She’d be safe with Lick. But I didn’t want her safe with Lick. I wanted her safe with me.

Dangerous territory, Tex.

I glanced down at Nixie, who was curled up to my side as if she had to stake her claim. “Let’s go.”

She smiled brightly up at me, as if there had been a contest and she’d won. Little did she know, that wasn’t it at all. She was a buffer. Something to keep me from making a mistake. There was no contest because the winner had been chosen long ago. I wondered if it would always be that way.

Walking over, I climbed onto my bike, and unable to stop myself, I took a glance in the direction I needed to ignore. Lick held Salem’s hand and steadied her as she climbed onto the back of his bike. Emotion surged in my chest with so much force that it fucking hurt.

She’d always looked adorable in a helmet. Seemed some things never changed. He was talking to her, probably giving her directions. I’d taught her how to hold on and lean with me. She knew it. I was sure she remembered. Her head nodded, and then she wrapped her arms around him. The smile that spread across that sadistic fucker’s face made my entire body tense.

Nixie pressed against my back, and her hands slid down toward my cock. I reached down and jerked her hand away from it. She knew that shit wasn’t allowed when I was driving.

“I can suck it before I get onstage tonight. You’re staying to watch me, aren’t you?” Her mouth was close to my ear, her voice breathy. She was trying too hard.

I cranked the bike and let the engine roar to life instead of answering. My focus was still solely on Salem. She was on the wrong fucking bike, and that was eating me alive. Her head turned then, and our eyes locked. But this time, it was her who looked away first.
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Tobacco and lime? I couldn’t figure out what it was that Lick smelled like. Concentrating on that was better than thinking about all the other stuff. Starting with the man who had held me against my will and ending with watching Rome—with that half-naked young female on the back of his bike, wrapping her arms and legs around him—pull off, following Micah and his wife. We weren’t engulfed in the herd of bikes far enough to block the sight of them from my view, so I kept my eyes to the left, watching the city pass by and thinking about Lick’s scent. It was unique.

I hadn’t wanted to get on the back of his bike. When I’d seen Rome, I had thought he’d come see if I was okay. My wishful thinking that he’d have me ride with him was ridiculous. He had the stripper-worthy woman with him, and what man wouldn’t want that straddling him and pressing up against his body? I hadn’t stood a chance at that invite. Still, I had hoped. Unable to stop myself.

My world had tilted, and everything I’d thought I knew was gone. The security I had worked to build was snatched from me once again, and I was clueless as to what I was going to do next.

Would the police question me? Would there be a trial? How would I go to Kendrix’s funeral and face people, his kids, knowing the reason he’d died? Having been there when he was shot?

My stomach was a mountain of knots, and I tried my best to get back to figuring out what Lick smelled like.

Look at the mess I’ve gotten into.

My internal dialogue with Eamon often calmed me, so I gave it a shot.

You’re living on the wild side these days.

It seems that way, although not of my own making.

Relax. It’ll all work out in the end. How many times do I have to remind you of that?

I leaned with Lick as we turned along with everyone else and wondered when I’d be going back to my apartment.

Pepper had said that, for my safety, I had to go with them, just like she was doing. Although she’d not seemed real happy about getting on the back of the bike of some guy she’d called Country. She told him she’d ride with someone else because he already had a woman on his bike. One who looked a lot like the girl on the back of Rome’s. But Country told the other woman to go ride with someone named Fox and ignored her pouting, which was blatantly obvious. Pepper didn’t seem impressed and rolled her eyes, but she went and climbed on the back of Country’s bike. He was grinning when they pulled out beside us.

I’d been envious of that.

Pepper had the sex appeal to equal the half-naked female with a perfect body. I did not. I lacked that trait while Pepper had it in spades. It was effortless for her. Part of who she was. There was definitely some chemistry going on with her and Country. He was attractive. Tall, blond, almost too clean-cut to be a biker, but more of an edge than the average male. I wondered why she hadn’t wanted to ride with him—or had she? Maybe it had been because he’d had the other woman on his bike.

Ahead of us, Rome’s bike veered to the left lane, along with two other bikes. We all went to the right lane to turn again. I watched them as they waited at the red light with their left blinkers flashing. They all had women on the back. The one on Rome’s leaned in, and it looked like she kissed his neck or ear—I wasn’t sure which.

I snapped my head back around to watch where we were going. It was easier. Anxiety began to creep up at the knowledge that Rome wasn’t going to be at this compound place that Pepper had told me we would be safe at. I’d thought he would be. Why that had given me comfort I didn’t know. It wasn’t like he’d even asked about me. He wasn’t the one who had saved me, and he was there. I just hadn’t seen him among all that happened until we were leaving.

This man who had told me to get on his bike—who I would admit was a touch frightening—had cared about my situation. He’d killed a man to get me free, and then he’d carried me out of there when I struggled to walk. The stranger seemed to be more reliable than the man I’d once loved.

Sighing, I tried not to get deep in my emotions. But I missed Eamon. I missed our calm, predictable life. The one where I had known what each day would bring. I knew he’d be home every evening. And I knew I was loved and cherished. I knew I had a family and a home in him. He had been my safe place.

Navigating life without that was hard. Much harder than I could have imagined. Especially considering my circumstances now. Oh, to be sitting in our living room, eating takeout from our favorite Chinese place and watching one of our binge shows on Netflix. Something I had taken for granted. Something I’d thought would always be. Until it wasn’t.

The bikes slowed and then came to a stop in front of tall metal fencing that reminded me of a prison. I’d never been to a prison, not even when my father had been put in one, but I had seen enough of them on television. The gate began to slide open, and the bikes rumbled, then pulled inside and down a narrow road lined with palm trees until we reached a massive two-story building. It was long and rectangular. Part brick, the other concrete.

Lick parked the bike in a line with the others, then cut the engine.

After he climbed off, he held a hand out to me. “Don’t want you falling,” was all he said.

I placed my hand in his and was thankful once I swung my leg over and stood. My legs wobbled slightly, and his other hand went to my waist and held me firmly.

“Give it a minute,” he told me. “Your legs will steady up. Or I can carry you again.”

He smirked at the last part, and I felt my face flush. Was he flirting?

“The heels aren’t much help,” I mused, thinking if I had known I was going to be almost abducted and seen my boss with a bullet in his head, I might have worn better shoes.

Pepper came up beside me. “God, that was brutal. Why can’t one of them have had a car for us to ride in?” she said with a grimace. “Let’s go get you cleaned up.”

I glanced down at my dress and the blood on it, which had dried. I’d forgotten about that. Nodding, I let her lead me to the door that was being held open by a younger guy. He wore a black leather jacket, but not the vest. I’d noticed a few others like that.

“Thank you,” I told him as we passed.

A small smile tugged at his lips, but he looked at the ground.

“Yeah, thanks, Bullet,” Pepper called back over her shoulder.

He didn’t respond or look at her either.

She glanced at me. “Bullet is a prospect. He has to hold the door open for everyone, and he can’t interact with female visitors.”

“Prospect?” I asked, following her into the dark building with black walls.

As we made our way farther into it, it appeared to be nothing but walls on either side of us.

“That’s someone who was brought in by a member. He has to earn his dues, and then the counsel can vote to patch him in.”

Oh. It sounded like a fraternity, but I didn’t say that. I figured that would be considered an insult.

Some men ahead of us kept going and pushed open a red door. One yelled out something about lasagna to Nina before disappearing into the other room. Pepper stopped at a flight of stairs, and I followed her up.

At the top, the walls weren’t black, but navy, making it not as dark and gloomy. However, the floor was a wood that had been stained black. There was a long, wide hallway with sconces lining the walls for limited lighting.

Pepper turned left and went two doors down, then opened the door. Inside was a large room with a queen-size bed that had a tall white wooden headboard. The quilt on the bed was white with flowers on it in different patterns. The walls were lilac instead of the dark colors I’d seen so far. There was a dresser with a television hanging on the wall above it and a closed door. On the other side of the room was an open door that led into what I assumed was a bathroom since I could see the edge of a tub from where I stood.

“I use this room when I have to stay here. For all intents and purposes, it is mine. Liam’s daughter slept in here once years ago, and I believe Dolly did, too, but not for long. Anyway, it’s clean. No club sluts have been fucked on the bed.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Club sluts?” I asked.

She scrunched her nose. “Yeah. Them, and the strippers. The strippers rank a little higher since they actually work for The Judgment at their clubs, but the club sluts are literally women who hang around for the men’s use. Most walk around in nothing but heels and a thong. I don’t care that they are all checked for STDs every two weeks; any man who sticks his penis in those used-up cunts needs to bleach themselves.” She shuddered, then pointed toward the open door.

“Bathroom is stocked. And I have plenty of extra clothes in the closet and undies in the dresser. Go get yourself a good, long, hot shower. I will lay you out something comfortable to wear, then go get us some food from the kitchen and bring it up here. When adrenaline is high, like it is after that shit at the bar, there will be live-action porn running rampant down there. The last thing I want to do is see Fox’s white ass pounding into some female bent over the pool table again. I still can’t get that image out of my head.”

She was serious about the sex and naked women? Did we have to stay here? The more she talked about it, the more my anxiety rocketed up. I started to ask her if this was necessary, our staying here—or at least my staying here—but then I remembered the way Lord had leered at me. The things the other man had said in my ear. No, I could deal with naked women prancing around. I couldn’t deal with being taken by that gang.

“I said too much, didn’t I? Sorry. I grew up around these people. I’m not shocked by it. I don’t like it, and it will be a cold day in hell before I hook up with some biker, but we’re safe here. Micah won’t be able to concentrate if he thinks I’m not locked up tight.”

I didn’t know how to respond to all that, so I just nodded.

“Go get a shower. Take your time. Nina and Goldie will have to get everything prepared for dinner. They hadn’t been prepared to cook tonight since the club had been on a ride out to Toxic Throttle for the evening.”

I wondered what that was, but I didn’t think I could take much more. But there was one question I knew I had to ask. It wasn’t my business, and his complete lack of concern for me should be enough to make me shut him out of my head completely. It never seemed to work that way though. He had a way of getting in there and staying.

“Uh, the others who turned the other way…” I began.

“You can ask me where Tex is, Salem. I don’t judge or assume,” she replied with an understanding smile. “They had some of the strippers who work at Toxic on their bikes and had to get them to the club for their shift. It’s one of the strip clubs that the MC owns.”

I’d been right. Strippers. And I had felt bad for thinking that was what they looked like. Yep, that I could not compete with, not that I was going to try. But the small little wish that, one day, Rome would see me again and regret losing me was there, holding on like a bloodsucking tick. The idea was so ridiculous that it was laughable, but I didn’t feel much like laughing.

“I’m going to go shower,” I told her. “And thanks for the clothes and everything.”

I turned before she could see too much in my expression—or better yet, before I could see the pity that would no doubt be in hers. I didn’t want pity.
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Fuck, I needed water or an IV with fluids. My mouth was well past cotton and onto desert-sand dry. Groaning, I rolled over in bed and felt a body. Squinting due to the dull headache, I barely opened my eyes to see Nixie. Lifting my hand, I rubbed my face hard as last night came back to me slowly.

I’d stayed at Toxic and drunk with the brothers working there and the two who had come with me. I’d needed to drown the sight of Salem on the back of Lick’s bike and just to fucking deal with the emotions warring inside me over the fact that she’d been in danger.

I closed my eyes and wished to God that whiskey worked all the time and not for a moment. Right now, it felt like a bad idea while, last night, I’d been riding high. And stupid, it seemed, since I had Nixie naked in my bed. She was already starting to get too attached, and I’d just made it worse.

Time to fix that shit.

Reaching over, I slapped her ass hard enough to wake her.

“Oh!” she squealed.

I opened one eye to see her jump, causing her double-D implants to bounce, not jiggle. There was nothing that jiggled with silicone. They were hard.

“If you wanted me, all you had to do was rub that big, pierced cock on my ass,” she cooed. “I’d have stuck it in the air for you to fuck.”

I’d had Nixie’s ass several times. Hell, there were few holes she had that I hadn’t fucked.

“Time to go.” My voice sounded like a growl, but, damn, I needed some water. I’d left dehydration before midnight, it seemed. Now I felt more like a corpse.

Nixie sat up and ran her sharp-tipped nails down my chest. “Mmm, but I’ve not had my breakfast.”

Normally, getting my dick sucked before my shower sounded like an excellent idea, but not this morning. Not when, just a few doors down across the hall, Salem was sleeping in the room kept for Pepper. Not when I had to see her today. In my world. Watch her among my family.

I grabbed her shoulder and pushed her back. “I said to go, Nix. You go when I tell you to,” I snapped at her, then sat up, grunting as my head became a steady pound, before dropping my feet to the floor.

“I liked you better last night.” She pouted.

“Then you like me better shit-faced drunk,” I grumbled, standing up and heading to the mini fridge by my small bar area that I kept in the right corner of my room. I had water bottles in there, and I needed it before I choked to death on my dry mouth.

The sound of the covers rustling and Nixie getting out of bed was a relief. I didn’t have the energy to deal with drama right now. But then I rarely had the patience for it.

“Amethyst warned me that you’d do this. That you always do it.”

The cold twenty-ounce bottle almost made my mouth water as I pulled it out.

“She said that you’d fuck me, then toss me to the side,” Nixie continued.

Sighing, I opened my water, then took a long drink. This wouldn’t be enough. I’d need two or three before I was sated, but, God, this was good.

“Are you not going to respond? Just ignore me? After you fucked my mouth, ass, and pussy last night? I even licked Coco’s snatch for you, and I don’t like eating pussy. But I did it because you wanted me to.”

I paused. She had gone down on Coco. I’d forgotten that.

“You seemed to enjoy it enough,” I replied, finally able to swallow without wincing.

“I enjoyed you watching me!”

I took another long drink, then finally turned to look at her. She stood with her hands on her narrow hips and chest stuck out, as if her double D’s on that skinny-ass frame of hers would go unnoticed. Why did women think flashing men their tits would fix everything? Sure, I liked tits, but I’d been in this business long enough that I’d seen hundreds of them. Hell, maybe thousands. And honestly, I wasn’t a big fan of the massive hard balls on her chest. She was tall, thin, tanned from hours spent in a tanning bed, and looked like she might be in danger of tipping forward from the weight of her tits. I mean, they had to be the heaviest part of her body.

“Listen, Nix, you’re getting all worked up and acting like you’re my fucking ole lady and can bitch at me. But, darlin’, you ain’t. I won’t ever have an ole lady. I won’t ever be in a relationship. You can either be okay with it and I’ll fuck you when I’m in the mood for you or not. You are one of several I fuck at the moment.”

Her eyes widened.

Had she really thought I was just fucking her? Damn, she was naive. And I was surprised Katnis hadn’t said something at work about my taking her last time I had been in town. I’d gotten hard, watching her onstage, and met her in the back when she was done. She had let me take her while Grinder watched, then turned and let him sink into her cunt.

“I was on the back of your bike last night,” she said shakily, as if that held some meaning.

I smirked and took another long gulp of water, finishing off the bottle. After I tossed it into the recycling crate, I cut my eyes back at her. “Don’t mean shit to me. Lots of bitches been on the back of my bike. First one I put on it was the only one who meant something. Lost her, and then the rest were just passengers. Nothing more.” The words came out cold and without me thinking about it. I never admitted that shit.

The jealousy that contorted her otherwise pretty face made it clear she didn’t like hearing that there had been one female to make me want more. She quickly masked her reaction, and a smile that I was sure was meant to be sultry curled over her lips.

Shit. What the fuck was she doing now?

“So, there was one,” she said, sauntering toward me. “You can want just one. That heart of yours isn’t as nonexistent as you let on.”

I held up a hand and shook my head. “That was a fucking long time ago. I grew up. Got the taste of a lot of pussy. I like a buffet now,” I told her, then pointed at the door. “I want a shower, and it is time for you to go. Leave.” My tone left little room for argument.

I could see the flicker of disappointment in her eyes before her expression morphed into something else. As if I had challenged her and she was ready to take me on.

“Get out,” I snarled through clenched teeth, no longer even attempting not to be an ass about it.

She flinched, then stalked over to her thong, pasties, and stilettos and snatched them off the floor before strutting naked to my door. When she shot me a look to see if I was going to protest at her threat to walk out of my room, naked, I wanted to laugh. She danced naked on a fucking pole for a living. I didn’t care if she walked around downtown Miami naked.

Opening up my second bottle of water, I nodded at the door. “Lock it on your way out, yeah,” I said, then started drinking it down.

She called me a son of a bitch under her breath, as if I couldn’t hear it, but I didn’t acknowledge her with a correction. My mom had nothing to do with my sins. She’d been a saint.

The clicking of the door as it closed yet another relief. That had been the last time Nixie would have my cock. Time to end that shit before she got any worse.
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I’d just gotten a towel wrapped around my waist when someone banged on my door.

It was followed by a, “Get up, Tex,” that came from Micah.

I drank down the third bottle of water before heading to open it up and see what the fuck he wanted. The sight of him looking well rested when I opened the door made me scowl. He’d probably gone to bed at a decent hour without getting hammered. Fucked Dolly, then cuddled up to her like a whipped puppy. Sometimes, I missed the old Micah.

“Already awake,” he said. “Good. We have church in fifteen. Liam is almost here.”

I hadn’t known Prez was coming. There hadn’t been church scheduled for today, but then after yesterday’s shit, I should have known we’d meet to make plans.

“Liam’s coming for this?”

He nodded. “I called him last night. He spoke with Blaise, and he wants to meet with us about our next move. We can’t stay locked up forever. Get some clothes on and grab something from the kitchen before you come in. I don’t want to hear bitching about food.”

Being given orders by Micah had also been an adjustment. He was younger than me, and until Dolly, he had been the world’s biggest pretty-boy player. Seeing him take a role or any responsibility was different. But then at least he wasn’t sneaking bitches into my room to get sucked off by Dylan, a stripper who had been his exclusively, while whatever female he was dating was in another room, waiting on him in complete ignorant bliss.

“Getting ready now,” I replied.

Micah glanced over at the closed door where Pepper stayed when she was here, then back at me. “You gonna be good with that?” He nodded his head in the direction of the other room.

If he was pressing for details, he wasn’t getting any.

“Good with what?” I asked, not admitting shit where Salem was concerned.

The way he cut his eyes at me made me think he wasn’t fooled.

“Yeah, okay, then I don’t have to deal with you causing issues. Lick’s unpredictable when unprovoked. Don’t need to light any fuses. We have enough shit outside the club fucking with us.”

My gaze narrowed. “What’s Lick got to do with this?”

He’d given her a fucking ride on his bike, not proposed marriage.

Jesus, Micah, not the back of every man’s bike is sacred. He should know that. Dolly had been on the back of mine when she needed a ride before he went apeshit over her ass.

“Just seems, of all the brothers, I wouldn’t have thought it would be Lick she gravitated to. Hell, even the club sluts keep their distance out of fear, unless he asks for them.”

If all my muscles hadn’t already been tensed up, they were now.

“What do you mean, gravitated?” I asked.

Micah shrugged. “I mean, gravitated. She doesn’t want to draw attention to herself and is quiet, except with Lick. When he talks to her, she converses with him.”

Salem had been talking to Lick?

My temples throbbed. She was naive and hadn’t been around men like Lick. She didn’t know the depraved shit he was thinking.

“She doesn’t belong here. She’s not like us,” I said tightly.

“And Dolly is?” He chuckled. “Don’t think it matters, Tex. She’s in danger outside of these walls.”

Dolly was different. She had been Pepper’s best friend since grade school.

I needed to talk to Salem. Warn her about things…Lick. Fuck, did she have to reel in men everywhere she went? My skin felt as if it were too tight. A restless energy pulsed through me, and the idea of putting my fist through the wall was appealing.

“I’ll be down in a few,” I said and closed the door as he turned to leave me the fuck alone.

Telling myself that I shouldn’t care who she gravitated to was bullshit. I cared. Even when she had been thousands of miles away, living another life, I had cared. I’d drunk her memory away so many nights that I couldn’t count them. Fucked so many women, only seeing her face when I closed my eyes, that it should be a damn crime.

So, yeah, Micah, this is a motherfucking issue.
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Someone in the junior or senior class had money this year. I was sure I could get it right on the first guess.

I climbed out of my truck and stared at the historic white barn that had been modernized and turned into some fancy event venue. There was a water fountain out front, and twinkling white lights covered every fucking tree. Music poured out into the night from the two doors that stood open.

My prom at the same high school had been in the gym. This was an entirely different budget, and I knew the school couldn’t afford this.

Not that any of that mattered. I had other things to focus on, like why the hell I was here and what my plan was now. I’d come with my fucking guns blazing as some possessive beast had taken over my actions. But having a moment of reality, seeing the place, realizing that Salem was probably having the time of her life, getting to do one of the things she’d missed out on before…

I questioned this decision.

I didn’t need to go in there to see what I already knew. She was the most stunning creature here. Every eye would be on her. It was her Cinderella moment, and I’d come to snatch it away from her because I couldn’t stand the thought of her belonging to anyone else. She was still too young, but fuck if I was going to let some dick have her.

I was moving home. If I lived there, I could make sure no one took her from me. I’d wait for her. Until she was old enough, I could wait. If it meant she’d be mine. In the meantime, we could be friends. Get to know each other. I wouldn’t have to wonder what she was doing or what she looked like when she woke up in the morning. I’d get to see it every day.

Mom might be an issue, but I would work out a story that she’d buy into. Besides, she loved Salem. She loved me. Why not be happy about the two of us being together one day? Once Salem was old enough—legal age—then Mom would be okay with us. I could work around it until then.

As much as I didn’t want Salem being here with another guy, I wanted her to be happy more. I wanted her to have all the fucking things. If this was one of them, she could have it. But I was going to see her having it and hopefully not have her see me. I’d be quick.

I would also be following them when they left here. The experience after the prom was not one I was willing to let her have. It might be hypocritical because, up until an hour ago, I’d had a girlfriend or something like that. I wasn’t sure I could really call Shana that. She’d been a fill-in. Someone to keep me from seeking out Salem and doing more of what we’d done in my truck. I thought about it every fucking day and jerked off to it in the shower.

Locking the door to my truck, I tucked my keys into my pocket and made my way toward the open doors of the barn. There wasn’t much in the way of security here.

When I had driven onto the property, a man was just inside the white fencing, and he asked me if he could help me. I told him I was here to pick up my sister at the McIntosh prom, and he’d not only waved me in, but pointed me in the right direction.

I strode into the building like I belonged, and no one questioned me. I hadn’t gotten a fucking tux, but I had put on a pair of black jeans and a white oxford that my mom had bought me to wear to my great-aunt’s funeral last spring. My shoulders had gotten broader and my biceps bigger because I was stretching the shirt that had been a perfect fit almost a year ago. The black combat boots on my feet were the best I could do. It wasn’t like I dressed up for shit—ever.

I moved through the people, not making eye contact with any of them, but scanning the room for the raven hair I dreamed about wrapping around my fist. Taking a spot in a corner, not wanting to stand out, I continued my search. It wasn’t until the music slowed and “Crash into Me” by Dave Matthews Band started that I saw her. In that pink dress against her perfect skin and her black hair pulled to the side in a cascade of curls, she was led out onto the dance floor by that kid star, Tyler fucking what’s-his-name.

Her back was to me, and all I could see was his smile as he stared down at her while his hand was entirely too close to her ass. I could hear my teeth grinding as I used every ounce of self-control I could cling to so that she could have this. He was talking to her, and I imagined landing my fist in the center of his face, then watching him crumple to the floor. Some other couple moved over toward them, and the two guys spoke. Then, as if the gods had pity on me or perhaps they liked to torture me—I wasn’t sure their angle with this move—he turned them until it was her profile I saw.

The photo had taken my breath away, but it had nothing on seeing her in person. It sucked the oxygen right out of my lungs, and they burned, along with the envious rage that coursed through me. I wanted to be holding her. I hated that his hands were on her. She wasn’t smiling.

I studied her closer. She didn’t appear to be having the time of her life. There was a tight, forced look that wasn’t one I’d ever seen on her face before.

What had he done? Did she not want to be here?

Her head turned as if she had heard my unspoken questions from across the room, and when those cornflower-blue eyes drifted over the crowd, I waited, not sure if I should leave or let her find me. Who the fuck was I kidding? I wasn’t leaving. She didn’t look happy.

Like two magnets, our gazes locked, and her pretty eyes widened in surprise. There would never be anyone as fucking stunning as she was at this moment. How was every male in this place not completely focused on her, unable to look away?

There was a twinkle in her expression, and a slow smile—the real kind—lifted the corners of her glossy pink lips. I winked at her and watched as her cheeks pinkened. She blushed so easily, and I loved it. Taking a chance, I nodded my head toward the exit before heading that way. It could be I was wrong and she wanted to be here. But I had to find out first. Make sure she was okay.

I wanted her alone, away from another guy’s hands and his unfounded claim.

Just when I reached the door, I glanced back to see her talking to Tyler. She was still in his arms. I’d imagined her tearing herself free and running to me, but then that was my ego. Like my mother had said, she was still young. What she had thought she wanted with me months ago in my truck could have changed. Maybe she had feelings for the dick.

The evening air had yet to become stifling with the return of spring. It still held a touch of chill that I knew was coming to an end. I went over to the water fountain and crossed my arms over my chest while staring at the water. The chaos of thoughts in my head made me anxious. I didn’t want to be selfish with her. She deserved more than that. But, fuck, how did I step back and let her be with someone else? I wanted a cigarette, but if I lit one up out here, I was sure to be noticed. It wasn’t one of the chaperones or faculty I was worried about. It was my mom finding out. And if one of her coworkers saw me, they’d call her, and I’d have to explain this shit to her.

“Rome.”

Her soft voice wiped out all my other thoughts, and I turned around to see her standing there like a princess from a fairy tale, surrounded by all the twinkling lights.

She’d come out here. That meant something. At least, I wanted it to.

“You having a good time?” I asked her, attempting to sound casual. Instead of like a crazy stalker who had come to make sure she wasn’t letting that shit inside have her.

She lifted a bare shoulder. “I guess,” she replied.

“You guess?”

She licked her lips and glanced down at the ground or my boots—I wasn’t sure which—before lifting her eyes, then scrunching her nose adorably. “I should be. Right? Having a good time, I mean.” She picked up one of the satin layers of her dress and let it fall from her fingertips. “Your mom bought me this beautiful dress, and I’ve never worn anything like it. She spent so much time on my hair. This…it would all be a waste if I wasn’t enjoying myself?” She ended it as if she were asking a question rather than answering one.

I took a step toward her, letting my hands fall to my sides. “Nothing about seeing you dressed up like this is a waste. And Mom got to take her photos. That’s more than she got to do for my prom since I didn’t go.”

She bit her bottom lip and blushed. “Why didn’t you go to yours?” she asked.

I shrugged, continuing to move toward her. “There wasn’t anyone who looked like you to take, and I had no desire to spend my money on a night like this.”

A small laugh fell from her lips. “I’m sure any girl would have wanted to go with you even if they had to ride on the back of your bike.”

“Lucky for you, I drove my truck tonight. In case you weren’t having a good time and needed an escape,” I replied with a smirk. I probably shouldn’t have said that.

She blinked, and her eyes widened. “Oh.” The one word came out in a soft, breathy voice.

This had to be her choice. What she wanted. I had tossed down the offer, and if she didn’t take it, I would leave her to enjoy her night while I waited in the shadows to make sure that dancing was the only time the bastard touched her.

“Tyler mentioned a party after this, and I know there is drinking and drugs involved. I didn’t want to go, but he is my date, so I figured I didn’t have a choice.”

“As long as I’m breathing, you will always have a choice, Angel Face.”
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Remembering to smile and respond properly when spoken to was a task I feared I might be failing this morning. The scene I’d witnessed when stepping out of the room I’d shared with Pepper last night was in a continuous loop in my head. Taunting me. If only there was a good brain cleanser for things like this. Something that wiped it all away.

“Here you go,” Nina said, taking a biscuit from her cast iron skillet and placing it on the plate she’d given me. “Nice and hot.”

“God, I love you,” Pepper told her, snatching one off the skillet before taking a bite. She’d gone to get another cup of coffee and not made it back to her stool yet.

“As you should,” Nina replied with a grin. “That’s the eighth batch I’ve made this morning. The boys being up early for church had the first few batches wiped out before nine.”

“That bitch Fox brought back last night ate three!” Goldie said, glancing back at us over her shoulder as she stirred a pot on the stove.

Nina nodded. “Yeah, she also lit up a fatty before she even got off the sofa, where he’d left her.”

“That explains the smell,” Goldie replied. “It hit me the minute I walked in, and I thought one of the men had broken Liam’s rule about all weed being smoked outside.”

Nina frowned at my plate. “You sure all you want is that one biscuit?”

I had no appetite at all. It had vanished the moment the stripper swung open the door when I was in the hallway, and not only was she walking out naked, but inside stood Rome, also wearing nothing and drinking a bottle of water. It was a miracle my heart was still beating after the riot of reactions it had suffered from the sight. The only bright spot—if there could be one—was that he didn’t notice me. But she did. She slammed the door shut and glared at me.

“Don’t look at what’s mine,” she had snarled, then strutted off.

The scent of cigarettes and lime snapped me out of my thoughts as Lick leaned over me and took the breakfast casserole that looked like tater tots smothered in cheese, bacon, eggs, and onions from in front of Nina.

“You gotta try this,” he said, then proceeded to spoon some onto my plate.

Thankfully, it wasn’t too much. I didn’t want to be rude, but I knew eating even half of the biscuit was going to be tough.

“Don’t you need to get ready for church?” Nina asked him.

I glanced up to see he was shirtless and covered in tattoos. Much like Rome was. Except his body was lean and muscular, similar to Eamon’s.

Rome had never been built like that. He was thick with cut muscles and wide shoulders. His waist narrowed, along with the V cut in his lower abs, which went straight to his…penis. My memory had not exaggerated that this morning, and that was the first time I’d seen it soft. When we’d been together, I’d only ever seen it hard and erect. But even in the state it had been this morning, it had been intimidating.

Lick had a sardonic glint in his eyes. “I’m just doing my good deed for the day and gracing you ladies with the beauty of my body.”

“Easy there, tiger,” Pepper drawled. “We are mere females and can only take so much this early.”

Nina chuckled and turned to go over to the sink.

His gaze dropped to mine, and then he pulled out the stool beside me and sat down. “You doing okay?”

Not exactly. I had the image of Rome’s naked body and his girlfriend’s perfect one, which men paid to see, embedded in my brain.

I nodded.

“You lose your shirt?”

A familiar voice set off havoc in my stomach. I’d hoped he wouldn’t come in here. I didn’t think I could look at him after witnessing his nudity this morning and knowing that the sex sounds I’d heard last night came from his room.

Lick’s gaze didn’t leave me immediately to shift toward Rome, but rather lazily, as if he had better things to do and couldn’t be bothered. I dropped my attention to my plate as if it were the most fascinating thing I’d ever seen.

“No,” he replied. “Gave it to your bitch since she seemed to have lost hers.”

Pepper choked, and my eyes flew up to her to see she had covered her mouth with one hand as her eyes danced with amusement.

“Oh damn,” Nina muttered under her breath as she walked back to the counter, her gaze shifting back and forth between the two men.

“I don’t have a bitch.” Rome’s response sounded tense.

I saw Lick shrug nonchalantly out of the corner of my eye.

“My mistake. The one you fuck more than the others then. That better?”

Please stop talking, Lick.

I did not need this information. I knew it, but I didn’t want to be around when Rome’s sex life was being discussed.

“Church is in ten minutes.” Rome’s response sounded like an order.

Lick reached over to the tray with fresh berries that Goldie had brought over and grabbed a strawberry. “I can tell time, brother,” he said, sounding amused.

Then he put the strawberry between his front teeth, biting down on it as I glanced at him.

He winked at me, then stood up. “Try the casserole. It’s good shit.”

I licked my lips that felt suddenly dry before replying, “I will.”

He walked behind me, and I looked from my plate of food and up at the other three women. They were all watching Lick and Rome. Pepper seemed entertained while Nina appeared ready to step in and break them up if needed. She might weigh no more than a feather, but I had a feeling she could handle both of them.

“I’ll just go find me a shirt,” I heard Lick say before the sound of the door opening and swinging closed signaled he’d left.

“Crazy fucker,” Rome muttered.

“You sure woke up in a foul mood,” Goldie told him in a scolding tone while tossing a dish towel over her right shoulder.

He appeared in my peripheral vision, and I tried hard to focus on my food. It was pointless. The farther into the kitchen he came, the more I could see. Giving in, I glanced up as he opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water.

“Water before coffee?” Nina asked him.

“Fucking dehydrated,” he replied in a husky voice.

“Drinking a handle will do that to ya,” Goldie said.

He grunted and opened the water, then placed it to his lips as his eyes met mine. Frozen, I stared at him for a moment, then snapped my focus off him drinking water to Pepper, who was watching me. I could see her curiosity about the momentary stare-off we’d had, and she did not need to get the wrong idea.

“You good?” he asked.

My eyes swung back to him. He was talking to me.

I nodded, but said nothing. He’d ignored me, and he was now asking if I was good?

No, Rome, I am not good. I had a nightmare, reliving yesterday, every time I closed my eyes last night.

Pepper had woken me up twice because she said I had been whimpering in my sleep.

“A gang member had his arm wrapped around her neck, holding her against him, while guns were pointed all over the damn place yesterday, and then she got his blood sprayed on her when Lick put a bullet in the man’s head, and he fell dead at her feet. She’s peachy keen, Tex,” Pepper replied sarcastically.

When he shifted his focus to her, she cocked an eyebrow, as if to challenge him.

“You got a problem?” he asked her, frowning.

She sighed heavily, her shoulders rising and falling. “Just too early for stupid questions.”

“I wasn’t aware she was in there until after the fact,” he snarled at her.

Pepper took a drink of her coffee, ignoring his comment.

“Wait,” Goldie said, and then she wagged her pointer finger between Rome and me. “What difference would it have made if you’d known she was in there? You knew Pepper was and other people. Why make that comment about Salem?”

Nina leaned a hip against the counter and studied him. “Yeah, we’d met her already at the bar when we went to have drinks with Pep a couple of weeks ago. But you weren’t there.”

I felt Rome’s eyes on me, but I didn’t meet his gaze. I decided to stare at my biscuit again.

“We were friends when we were younger,” Rome told them.

Friends. I wanted to laugh at that description. He’d labeled it friends for a time back then too. It had become a joke between us. Because nothing had ever been just friendly when it came to me and Rome. Not back then.

“You were friends,” Nina replied, drawing out the last word as if it were one she had never heard. “To a female who looks like a cross between Marilyn Monroe and Demi Moore.”

That was flattering. My bottom lip began to sting, and I realized I had been biting it and let it go.

“It was a long time ago,” he drawled, sounding annoyed.

“That foul mood at Lick’s lack of clothing makes a little more sense now,” Goldie piped up.

I heard the door swing open, but didn’t look up to see who it was. I preferred not to make eye contact with anyone. Not when it felt as if everyone was waiting on me to say something.

“Church,” a deep voice called out. “Liam’s in there, waiting.”

“Can I have a biscuit with bacon to go?” Rome asked.

“Sure,” Nina replied.

“Hurry,” the deep voice said at the same time.

“I’m fucking coming, but I’m getting a goddamn biscuit,” Rome snapped.

“He’s pissy because Lick lost his shirt, Butch. Don’t push him,” Goldie said in an amused tone.

“What?” the man asked, sounding confused.

“Just give me the biscuit. Jesus,” Rome grumbled.

I could see Nina hold it out to him, but kept my eyes downward.

“Thanks,” he told her.

“Uh-huh.” Her voice sounded as if she wanted to laugh.

No one said anything else as his booted footsteps faded away. When the door closed behind him, I glanced over at Pepper, who was watching me. She raised both her eyebrows.

Nina plopped her elbows down on the counter across from me and rested her chin on both her hands, grinning. “All right, tell me all of it. Start at the beginning because the friends thing is bullshit. The tension was so thick between the two of you that I could almost reach out and grab a chunk of it.”

“Nina,” Pepper said, “her day was bad enough yesterday. Don’t ask her personal stuff.”

Nina barely flickered a glance at Pepper. “And this will get her mind off the bad shit from yesterday.”

“We were friends,” I told her.

She gave me a look that said she knew that was a lie.

I added, “At first.”

A grin spread across her face. “I knew it.”

Goldie hurried over to stand beside her. “I wasn’t gonna push, but if you’re telling it, I am here for it.” The giddiness in her tone was met with a groan from Pepper.

I liked these women. I didn’t know how long I would be stuck in this place, and I wanted them to like me. But there was a lot I would never share.

“I was fifteen when his mother took me in. My dad was an alcoholic and abusive. His temper was volatile, and he exploded one night at a bar, then bashed a man’s head into the wall, killing him. He was sentenced to fifteen years, but was killed five years in by another inmate in a fight.” I didn’t like to talk about my father, but I’d rather share that part of my past than the part that had come after.

Nina winced. “That abusive-dad thing I can sympathize with. Mine was meaner ’n hell. Just about killed my momma, and if he wasn’t slapping me around, he was doing things he shouldn’t to his daughter—or any little girl for that matter. Jars just about went to prison for killing him once I told him about it.”

Goldie sighed. “Yeah, but the bastard deserved it.”

Nina nodded in agreement. “Okay, so how did Tex’s mom find you?”

“Vanna was my art teacher in high school. She’d noticed the bruising and marks I’d tried to cover up my freshman year and asked me about them. I didn’t know her at first and didn’t trust her with the truth. My dad was bad, but if I was taken away from him and thrown into the foster system, it could be worse. Then there was his brother, who hadn’t…” I paused. I didn’t like talking about this, and I knew I wouldn’t have the courage to if Nina hadn’t been so open and honest about her father’s abuse. “He hadn’t broken my hymen, but he’d touched me. My dad had known and let him. I’d rather be hit than be sent to live with him.”

Nina reached over and squeezed my hands that I had clasped together. “They’re both bad.”

I nodded. “Yeah.” I cleared my throat, then took a drink of water before continuing, “My sophomore year, when he was arrested, Vanna found out about it from my counselor at school. She was friends with the judge and was able to get custody of me within days. I don’t…” I took a deep breath. When I thought about her, my nose burned, and my throat constricted. “I don’t know what I did to deserve her, but fate gave me a gift that I will always cherish. I miss her every day.”

“I didn’t know Tex’s momma was dead,” Nina said softly.

Goldie nodded. “Yeah. Brick said he was real close to his momma, and when she passed, it did a number on him. He was young too, wasn’t he? It was before Brick and I met.”

I stared at Goldie for a minute as a memory came back to me. Brick…I’d heard that name before.

“Is Brick…did he own a bike repair shop in Ocala twenty years ago?”

Goldie smiled and nodded. “He did. That’s how he and Tex met.”

“He was Rome, uh, Tex’s boss,” I replied.

I hadn’t recognized him. He’d changed with age.

“Rome? Is that Tex’s real name?” Nina asked, wide-eyed.

I likely wasn’t supposed to tell anyone that. I didn’t know why he had changed it to Tex of all things.

Goldie chuckled. “It’s not a secret,” she told me, reading my expression. “Yes, his real name is Rome. After he had gone missing for a year, he finally called Brick to see if he could have his job back. Brick brought him here, and he ended up becoming a prospect. Anyway, during his disappearing act, he’d started bull riding in Texas. Brick had thought that was hilarious and began calling him Texas.

It got shortened to Tex.”

He’d ridden bulls in Texas? Hearing about his life that had happened after he cut me out of it was odd. It made our past feel even more like a small mark in his life. Something that had been so big back then had become insignificant.

Yet, while he had lived this wild ride of a life without me, just a girl he used to know, I’d been unable to forget him. He had snuck into my dreams, appeared in my thoughts at times I wished he hadn’t.

When I had walked down the aisle at my wedding, he’d been there in my head. It should have only been Eamon I was thinking about, but Rome had been there too. I had once believed that when I married, it would be to Rome. He’d be the groom at the altar. I’d lived with guilt for years over that thought during a moment when I should have had only one man in my heart.

“Back on track,” Nina said. “So, Vanna took you in, and you met Tex?”

I smiled, unable to help myself from remembering the first time I had seen him. “He had moved out and lived with a friend between McIntosh and Ocala. He was working for Brick. But he came to eat dinner with his mom a couple of times a week. He told her he did it to check on her. She always said he did it because he wanted her cooking. Anyway, I was almost sixteen, and he was nineteen. But I thought he was the most beautiful guy I’d ever seen. He dated girls his age and older while I longed for him silently.” I let out a small laugh. “I guess you could say I had a crush on him.”

Goldie smacked both her hands on the bar, causing me to jump and Nina to yelp. “Oh my fucking God,” she said, staring at me, wide-eyed.

I had no idea what I’d said, but she’d caused my heart to race from the loud exclamation.

Then she pointed at me and broke into a huge grin.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Nina asked her, frowning. “You about gave me a stroke.”

Goldie shook her finger at me. “It is YOU! The black hair! The beauty mark! OH MY GOD!”

“It’s the phentermine. She takes it daily, and I’ve been telling her for years that it’s gonna cause damage. It’s made her lose her damn mind,” Nina said, shaking her head.

“No,” Goldie said, slapping Nina’s arm. “Brick said that Tex had snapped after his momma died. He went off the rails, and then he broke up with this girl.” She pointed at me again. “Brick couldn’t remember her name, but she had black hair and a beauty mark on her face.” She then pointed at my beauty mark. “Right there. And Tex had been crazy in love with her. Losing her broke him, and he was never the same.”

I could feel all three pairs of eyes on me now.

“It’s you,” Goldie said, then clapped her hands together. “You’re the only female Tex has ever loved. Brick said he had been obsessed with you. Then—poof—you were gone, and Tex went insane.”

“Holy shit,” Nina drawled out, breaking into a smile. “This has just turned into a television drama, and I am tuned the fuck in.”

I held up both hands with my palms out and shook my head. “No, no, no. It was a first love, young love kinda thing. He was all my firsts, and Vanna’s passing is what changed him. He realized he didn’t love me. Broke up with me. When I got the scholarship to attend Rhode Island School of Design, I went to tell him, and he wasn’t at work. Neither was Brick. I left my contact information there with some other guy, but he never called, never came, never even wrote a letter. I was not the one who made him go insane.”

Goldie crossed her arms over her chest and cocked her head to the side. “Oh, yeah? Well, the tattoo over his heart tells a different story.”

Nina swung her eyes back to Goldie. “The tattoo is about Salem?”

What tattoo?

My chest tightened, and my heart did a weird flutter.

Goldie nodded. “Brick took him to the guy he used to get it done. He wanted it over the place where his heart was. It was an exact replica of a drawing that the girl who had taken his heart had given him for something…I don’t remember that part.”

They were all looking at me now. I didn’t want them to be. Right now, I wanted to be alone. Process this without witnesses. I’d seen him through the door naked this morning, but it had been a side view. I’d not seen his bare chest straight on. But if he’d tattooed what I thought he had over his heart, I needed to curl up in a ball for a while and let it sink in.

Pushing back the stool, I stood up and attempted to smile, but I wasn’t sure what my lips were doing. “I, uh…I need to go,” I blurted out, then spun and hurried from the room before anyone could stop me.

The range of emotions hitting me at once was similar to the panic attacks I had once suffered from regularly. I didn’t want to have one of those in front of them. That was something only Eamon had witnessed, and it was going to stay that way.
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Twenty-One Years Ago

The front door opened, and I sat up from where I’d been lying on the sofa, watching a movie from the huge DVD collection that Vanna had shelved. She had gone out with friends on her monthly girls’ night and wouldn’t be home until midnight.

I hadn’t been sure if Rome was coming home after work or if he had other plans. He’d not said at breakfast, but he had winked at me before leaving the table and told me not to cause too much trouble at school.

He had moved back to live here a month ago. It had been only a couple of weeks after the prom. His showing up that night had been the beginning of a change in us or him. He had told his mom he wanted to save up to invest in the new body shop that his boss was opening in Miami and that was why he’d moved home. I had believed that at first. I still did, but the more he found ways to be around me when his mom wasn’t around, the more I began to think that maybe he’d moved here for me too.

The sound of his boots as he walked across the hardwood made me giddy with excitement. There was a chance he’d only come home to shower and change before heading out again. Hiding a hand behind my back, I crossed my fingers as if I were eight years old, hoping he was staying here. With me. Alone.

Nothing was as thrilling as the sight of Rome Bower. If hearts could skip a beat, mine did every time he entered a room. The smile that lit up my face couldn’t be helped. The corner of his mouth twitched as his gaze found mine.

“Hey.” That one word in his deep drawl was enough to make the tingle in my private areas start up.

“Hey,” I replied, hoping I didn’t sound as breathless as I felt.

His gaze shifted to the television. “That’s one of my favorites. Would you pause it until I can get a shower and something to eat? I want to watch it too.”

He wasn’t leaving. I was going to giggle with joy.

I nodded my head. “We can watch it from the beginning. And I can make you something to eat if you tell me what you want. Your mom left money for pizza, but I haven’t ordered it yet.”

“That sounds good. I can call and order it. What do you like on yours?”

“I normally get a meat lovers,” I admitted, scrunching my nose.

“Figures your pizza preference is as fucking perfect as the rest of you.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d told me I was perfect, but when he said it, I felt a thrill of pleasure run through me. I was far from perfect, but if Rome wanted to think I was, I wouldn’t argue.

“Let me get cleaned up,” he told me, then headed in the direction of his room.

I watched until he left the room, then sighed, placing my hand on my heart and falling back onto the sofa.

This night had just become my favorite, and it hadn’t even started yet.
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I stopped in the hallway, and instead of going to my room, I turned and went toward the bedroom that Salem was staying in. I’d not seen her since this morning, and the image of her with Lick had stayed with me all fucking day. This attitude she had with me pissed me off. I’d thought she didn’t like who I’d become, but, hell, she had no problem with Lick.

The door wasn’t completely closed, and I eased it open and looked inside. I knew Pepper was downstairs, playing pool with Micah. I had made a point to go see where Lick was and make sure Salem wasn’t with him.

She hadn’t noticed me, so I stood there and watched her. Sitting on the bed with her legs crossed and a book in her lap while her silky, dark locks fell in a curtain around her face, she reminded me of the girl she had been. The one I’d loved.

I cleared my throat, and her head snapped up. Those eyes of hers widened with surprise. I leaned against the doorframe and crossed my arms over my chest. Her body had gone tense at the sight of me.

“Your pool skills are pretty damn good. Why didn’t you join the game downstairs?”

I’d taught her how to play pool. It had been an excuse to get my arms around her and my body pressed against hers.

“I haven’t played in years. Eighteen, to be exact.”

I frowned. “You’ve not played since we were together?”

She shook her head. “No, I haven’t.”

I doubted she had dated guys who went to pool halls after me. The dreams she’d had as a little girl—of a world with money, nice houses, expensive cars, and shit—was something I feared would take her away from me. The night she’d told me that she’d think about the grand life she was going to live when she grew up after her father hit her to keep from crying had stayed with me. If she cried, he would only get more violent. That face of hers—which was so damn beautiful that it still fucking hurt to look at it—had been meant for men with fancy-ass degrees and white-collar jobs. The life I could have given her would never have been enough. I was sure she knew that now though.

“I can give you a refresher course,” I told her, trying to loosen her up. Find something of the girl I had once known.

Her lips quirked, but she didn’t really smile. “That’s probably a bad idea,” she replied tightly, dropping her eyes back to the book in her lap.

Fuck! What did I have to do to fix this shit between us?

“I didn’t know about your husband,” I said, hating the way that even sounded. Her husband. “What I said in the parking lot at the gallery was shitty. I’m sorry.”

Her eyes lifted back up to look at me. “How do you know about Eamon?” she asked as if she were accusing me of something.

What did she think I had done? Gotten a fucking background check done on her?

“I said something about it in front of Pepper, and she corrected my assumption.” I dropped my hands to my sides and straightened my stance, taking another step into the room.

“Look, this shit between us—can we let it go? You act like you hate me, but”—I paused and grinned—“you once liked me.”

Salem licked her lips and made a small huffing sound. “What do you want? Us to be friends?” she asked with an incredulous look on her face. “Because it might have been eighteen years, but…” Instead of finishing her sentence, she swallowed, causing her neck to flex, and she closed her eyes briefly.

I waited, hoping she’d finish whatever it was she was going to say.

When she opened her eyes, there was a flash of fierceness that I recognized.

“You were all I had. You were my world. I was young and thought you loved me the way I did you. That makes this”—she wagged her finger between the two of us—“weird. Awkward. I don’t know. I mean, I saw your naked girlfriend walk out of your bedroom this morning, and I also got a glimpse of you completely naked.”

Fucking hell. The telltale sign of her pink cheeks told me she was embarrassed that she’d confessed that.

“She’s not my girlfriend. I don’t do relationships.”

Salem let out a short, hard laugh. “Guess you found out young that you’re not good at them.”

The hurt in her eyes wasn’t what I’d expected. Was what had happened between us back then still painful for her? She’d been married. She’d moved on. Fallen in love again. I was the one who hadn’t loved another woman.

“Or my first love ended up being my only one.” The words came out before I could stop them.

Dammit, her husband was dead. I couldn’t keep letting the idea of him cause me to snap.

She smiled, but it didn’t meet her eyes as she shook her head. “You didn’t love me, Rome.”

I could see by her expression that she believed that. She fucking believed it.

I stalked over to her, and she stiffened, shifting back slightly while staring up at me with uncertainty. I leaned down and grabbed her chin between my thumb and forefinger. Anger, disbelief, and a world of other shit made me act without thinking.

“My head was fucked up back then. I was dealing with shit you didn’t know about, and, yeah, I made a mistake. I made several goddamn mistakes. But in eighteen years, there hasn’t been one time I’ve fucked a female and not closed my eyes and seen your face.”

I let go of her chin and watched as an array of emotions reflected in her eyes. That was something I shouldn’t have said.

I didn’t think I could handle hearing her response right now. I started for the door, getting away from her before she had me spewing more shit that should be left unsaid.

“When did you get the tattoo over your heart?” Her words were hesitant.

I stopped and gripped the door handle tightly, but didn’t look at her. “Who told you about that?” I demanded.

“I’m not telling you.”

My molars began to ache; I was clenching my teeth so fucking hard. Some fucker needed to stay out of my shit.

“Then I’m not answering you,” I replied before firmly closing the door behind me.
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I’d faked being asleep when Pepper came back to the room last night. I hadn’t wanted to talk. Not with the things Rome had said to me running on hyperdrive over and over in my head.

When I opened my eyes this morning, she was in the bathroom with the door closed. I could hear the shower running and knew I had some time before having to interact with her or anyone.

This entire situation was insane. My boss was dead. I had no idea about Marlana or what she was doing with the gallery. Was she even safe? Being brought here and facing Rome again had taken center stage in my thoughts. I kept waiting for someone to tell me what was happening next so that I could plan what it was I would do when I was free of this place. I wasn’t staying in Miami. That much I knew.

I’d try a small Southern town in Georgia or Tennessee maybe. The kind of place where things like this did not happen. Where you sat on the front porch and drank sweet tea in the afternoons. It hadn’t been appealing before, but after everything that had happened, I couldn’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be.

“In eighteen years, there hasn’t been one time I’ve fucked a female and not closed my eyes and seen your face.”

UGH! I dropped my head into my hands.

I had been trying not to think about those words. Yet they replayed on a loop in my head. Taunting me. My heart speeding up and my stomach fluttering like I was seventeen again and he was my world. But I wasn’t seventeen, and he wasn’t my world. I was thirty-seven, and he was the guy who had once shattered my world.

He’d said those words to mess with my head, and he’d succeeded.

The bathroom door swung open, and Pepper stood there with a towel wrapped around her body while she used another to dry her hair. I’d not even realized the water had shut off.

“Good,” she said. “You’re awake. I need to give you the lowdown on today.”

I turned and swung my legs around, letting my feet fall to the floor to face her.

“I have to give my statement to the police, and since you were impossible to clear from the security footage because the bastard had grabbed you, then you will need to do the same. You don’t know much, so just tell them the truth on everything up until Lick shot Hatter. The camera doesn’t clearly show him or what he was doing with the hand he didn’t have wrapped around your neck. You will tell them that he had his gun pressed to your back and that he moved it to point it at Lick. That Lick shot him in self-defense. That’s it. Easy.”

She wanted me to lie to the police? I was a terrible liar. What if I messed up or stuttered the words—or worse, forgot what to say? What if they could see his other hand in the camera and she didn’t realize it? I’d go to jail for false testimony, wouldn’t I? And if I did get away with it, then that would only make the Lord guy even angrier and put me on his shit list. I’d never be safe.

“I…” What did I say? Telling her all this would make me sound ungrateful that Lick had saved me. But didn’t she see that this was a bad idea?

“You look pale,” she said, dropping her hands to her sides with the towel dangling from one of them and her wet locks falling around her face. “This is easy, I swear. The investigator just needs you to say that it was self-defense so he can clear Lick from killing that guy. That’s it. He already knows what happened. Blaise has handled everything. You just go tell the little white lie, and I will tell it, and all will be fine. Regina and I are telling the same story since we clearly had a view of where Hatter’s hand and gun were.”

I frowned. “What? Who is Blaise, and what do you mean, the investigator needs me to…lie?”

She sighed. “The less you know, the better. It’s not a trust thing; it’s for your protection. Just know that Blaise is Liam’s son-in-law, and he is powerful. He and his, uh…men handed over Lord and those with him to the DEA last night. That’s all they care about. What happened to Hatter and Kendrix aren’t important to them when it all boils down to it. They just have to legally document their causes of death and prove that there is no one who should be held accountable. We tell them what they want us to say, and then we leave,” she explained.

“Oh, but we aren’t free to go back to our lives just yet. Lord’s reach is wide, and there are those under his command who are free. Trust me, I want to go home too. But this is the safest place for us. At least until everything is handled and the Landiagos—or what is left of them—aren’t seeking revenge. Blaise will handle that too.”

I sat there, silent. I didn’t know this Blaise guy, but she sure seemed convinced he had it under control. How had I ended up in this mess? I was a curator, for crying out loud. I’d been one in Boston years, and the most exciting thing that had ever happened to me there was that Bill Clinton had come in once to see the ’90s Era exhibition we had held eight years ago.

“Look, I know this is a lot. But your boss was into some illegal shit with dangerous people. You couldn’t have known that when you took the job. But it happened, and thankfully, you’d met me.” She smiled then. “Because this isn’t my first rodeo with things like this. When your dad is in an MC and your brother is raised in one, you see all kinds of things. Being here is not something I want to do, and under any other circumstances, I would refuse, but this is better than witness protection. And right now, you and I would most likely be shot dead within hours if we were to leave.”

I was going to have to stay in this…this…place with Rome across the hall for an uncertain amount of time. I’d convinced myself we’d only be here for a few days. When would I get my life back?

“What about the others I worked with? Marlana and Banner? What have they been told? Will they be safe, going to work, or has the gallery been closed down?”

Pepper tightened the towel she had wrapped around her and scrunched her nose like she didn’t want to answer that question. My stomach sank as dread pooled inside of it. Had something happened to them already?

“Banner Roe is safe. He was advised to go back to his hometown in North Dakota for an extended visit,” she said. “And Marlana Newbury is a DEA agent who was working undercover. They’d figured out that Kendrix was affiliated with Lord, and they were going to use him to get to the Landiagos.”

Stunned. No…that word was not strong enough. It didn’t quite fit the description. A bulldozer could not have floored me as thoroughly. Holy shit.

Pepper sighed. “It seems Marlana hired you because of your appearance. She hadn’t been able to get close enough to Kendrix, so she needed someone she could use to distract him. Their curator was offered a much better job with more money in order to get rid of him and get a female in there who was…well, hot. Someone Kendrix would pursue, giving Marlana more opportunity to dig into his connection to the Landiagos.” She let out a small laugh. “It’s fucked up, I know. When Liam told me this last night, I was shocked too. She did not seem like an undercover agent. Her name isn’t even Marlana, but I don’t know what it is. After meeting with his son-in-law, Liam relayed the information to me and Micah.”

I was staring at the wall. All the interactions I’d had with Marlana. Her quirkiness and inability to stay focused on a task. I’d believed she was the most ADHD person I had ever met. And I had felt bad because I thought she liked Kendrix. But she had hired me because she knew Kendrix would like me.

“She should have been an actress,” I finally muttered.

“That’s kind of what undercover agents are,” Pepper replied. “But, yeah, she was good. I liked her, but I think she’s a bitch now. It was a shit move to hire you and put you in the middle of this without you knowing what was going on. They should have brought in someone he would have been attracted to who knew what they were getting into. Using you was fucked up.”

Yes, it was. I’d been used. By the DEA. What the hell? Was that even legal?

“The cops are supposed to be here in an hour. We are meeting with them in the library at the end of the hallway.”

I looked at her in confusion. “Library?”

There wasn’t anything at the end of the hallway other than the last room, which was Micah’s. The other end had nothing there.

“It’s their meeting room—or rather Liam’s. Works as his office here too.”

“At the end of what hallway?” I asked, still confused.

She wagged her eyebrows at me. “It’s hidden,” she replied. “The door blends in with the wall. But it’s there.”

I didn’t move to get up. I was scheduled to lie to law enforcers in an hour, and those officers me to lie to them.

The woman I had started to become friends with at work wasn’t who I had thought she was. I didn’t even know her name. Had the story about her ex-husband cheating and leaving her for a younger woman all been some made-up cover? Did she even have a little boy? If not, who was the kid in all those photos she had shown me and who she had to pick up from preschool?

A dull ache began behind my eyes, and I pressed my temples with my fingers. I had wanted to start a new life. I’d come here, thinking it was my way of moving on after losing Eamon.

What am I going to do? I asked Eamon, wishing he could actually respond.

You wanted a new start. You got one all right, love. Hold on tight. Seems this one is a wild ride.

If I could smile right now, I would. I could hear his voice in my head, the slight amusement in his words. He’d have made a joke about all this, and when he put his arms around me, I would have felt as if it would all work out. He had always seen the bright side of life. I’d needed that so badly. I still did.
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Liam was seated on one of the black leather sofas in the library when I walked into the room. He’d sent Micah to wake me up thirty minutes ago. He had questions.

He glanced up from his phone and lifted his chin toward the sofa across from him. “Have a seat,” he told me, then went back to typing something on his phone. Probably texting his wife, Liberty.

Micah followed me into the room and closed the door.

I’d thought Liam had left yesterday to go back to Ocala. His still being here wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Little kept him away from his wife and son. He put his phone on the sofa beside him and reached to pick up some papers on the coffee table between us.

“I need to know everything you know about Salem Murphy,” he told me.

Salem? Why was this about Salem?

“My mom took her in after her abusive father went to jail for killing a man. She and I ended up as a couple a few months before she turned eighteen. My mom died less than two years later. Salem went to SCAD in Savannah—it’s an art school, college, whatever. When Mom died, I went off the rails. Ended things with Salem. Mom had been working on her to go to a better college for art, and she got a scholarship to a school in Rhode Island the following fall. She went. And that’s all I know. That was it for us. I never saw her again until I walked into Pepper’s bar about two months ago, and there she sat.”

That was the barest of CliffsNotes on what I knew about Salem. There were things I wasn’t going to share. I didn’t give a fuck if he was Prez.

“You’ve not been in contact with her since you saw her at the bar?” he asked.

I could tell by his expression that he knew I already had. Blaise Hughes could find out anything. His reach was wide.

“I went to the art gallery the morning of her interview and saw her again at the bar.” Vague. I was being as vague as I could be until I knew what the fuck was going on.

“You attached to her?”

That was a loaded question. One I wasn’t comfortable answering.

“What’s this about? You’ve known me for fourteen years. This is the first time in all those years she’s ever come up, and that’s because she was involved in shit at Pepper’s Bar.”

Liam raised his eyebrows slightly. “You are evading the answer. You’re attached.” He held up the papers. “These are things you need to know and information that does not leave this room. Understand?” He looked from me to Micah.

Dread began to creep up my neck, closing in uncomfortably. What was he about to tell me? Would I have to make a choice between Salem and the club? She was an innocent female. He wouldn’t toss her out of the compound. She’d be dead or taken and raped within hours. Both scenarios I wouldn’t be able to live with.

Micah replied, “Yeah,” while I replied, “What is it?” not agreeing to anything yet.

Liam’s neck flexed, and I could see the dislike for my refusal to agree, but he’d have to understand that there were limits to my loyalty. One limit, and he’d found it—Salem.

“I need your word, Tex. This doesn’t leave this room,” Liam repeated.

“If this concerns Salem and she needs to know for her safety…” I told him, not caring when his eyes narrowed.

“For someone you haven’t seen in eighteen years, you’re awfully protective,” he said, studying me for my reaction.

“She meant something to me once. My mom adored her.” I let it go at that.

Liam didn’t seem fooled though. “Fine. But you should know that her being given this information could put her in even more danger than she’s already in.”

Then I wouldn’t fucking breathe a word, but I was ready to snatch the goddamn papers from his hand. What was it that he knew? How was Salem in any more danger?

“You knew her as Salem Gray. She married an Eamon Murphy fourteen years ago and took his last name. That was probably the only real thing she knew about the man she was married to,” Liam said and held the papers out to me.

I grabbed them as my heart began to hammer in my chest. What the fuck did he mean by that?

“Blaise doesn’t believe the DEA knows any of this, but he is almost certain the CIA does. He can’t be sure that they aren’t keeping tabs on her even though her husband is dead. Her decision to move to Miami was unfortunate since the port of Miami is known for smuggling drugs.”

I dropped my eyes to the papers, impatient.

“What the fuck was her husband involved in?” I snapped.

“Eamon Murphy—believed to also be known as Rí—controlled the smuggling of hash and cocaine into Ireland from luxury yachts coming directly from Morrocco. His family runs the operation and then distributes the drugs throughout Europe. The CIA got involved when the same batches that had been seized in Europe were showing up in drug raids all over the US.”

I stared at the papers in my hand as the words began to blur. Fucking hell.

“Okay, wait,” Micah said. “Are you saying we are housing an Irish drug lord’s wife? And my sister befriended this woman? How could she not know what her husband was?”

My hackles rose, and a burning along my skin began as I cut my eyes to Micah.

“Easy, Tex,” Liam commanded, but I ignored it.

“What?” Micah asked, looking at me incredulously. “It’s a legit question.”

Blood roared in my ears as I started to stand, but a hand slammed against my chest, holding me back. My eyes snapped to Liam, who had shot out of his seat and was shoving me away from Micah.

“Calm the fuck down!” he snarled at me. “It is a question that we need the answer to. If she did know, then she can lead that shit to our door. We need answers, and you need to calm down and listen.”

“She didn’t know,” I sneered.

“And you know that how?” Liam demanded.

Because I knew Salem. She’d never get involved in that world. But that wasn’t the answer he was looking for. He wanted proof. Blaise Hughes wanted proof.

“The DEA is going to be here for statements on what went down in Pepper’s bar in less than an hour. Pepper is prepping her on what to say to clear all of us from any charges. Not that they want to charge any of us. The DEA is as fucking high as Snoop Dogg over the fact that they seized what they needed from the gallery and Kendrix’s things to put Lord Landiago behind bars.

“Hatter Landiago’s death isn’t one they care to avenge. To them, it is one less Landiago to deal with. Once that is behind us, we have been advised that Pepper and Salem need to stay here until they believe it is safe for them to return to their lives. Otherwise, they will have to put them in the witness protection program.”

“They do not realize Salem’s connection. But the DEA and CIA often share information and work together on situations like the one Eamon Murphy organized. If they link that, then I don’t know what they’ll do with Salem. He might be dead, but his father is not. Neither is his brother, who lives in Ireland and handles the trafficking from that end.”

Panic overruled some of the fury that had rushed over me. “She didn’t know,” I tell him with full conviction because I need that to be true. I wasn’t sure how I would protect her if she had known.

“That’s what we need to find out. I was going to have Lick continue getting close to her and see if he could charm the truth from her while we have her here. But after your reaction…”

“Like hell is Lick getting close to her,” I said through clenched teeth.

Liam nodded his head once. “Fine. Then you do it. But you’re gonna have to fuck her. Get her in your bed. She has to trust you. That’s the quickest way for us to figure out just what she knows.”

I shook my head. “I don’t need to fuck her,” I said. I didn’t trust myself if I did.

“Then Lick can—”

“I SAID, NO.” My words came out in a roar as rage erupted inside me at the thought of his hands on her.

Liam grabbed the front of my shirt in his fist as he got in my face. Anger flared bright in his eyes. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen him look this way, but it was the first time it was directed at me.

“I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say that she’s more than someone he used to know,” Micah drawled.

“You don’t get a fucking option,” Liam growled. “You either get close to her and fuck her or Lick does it.”

“I don’t see how this is an issue,” Micah added. “You got something for her. I’ve never seen you act like this over a female. You’re getting orders to fuck a woman you want anyway.”

He didn’t understand. Neither of them did. With Salem, it was never just fucking. If it had been, then she wouldn’t have owned me. Her drawing wouldn’t be tattooed over my heart. And I wouldn’t still be losing my sanity over her after eighteen years of her being absent from my life.
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Pulling into the driveway, I already knew that Mom wasn’t home. She’d had some appointment at five in Ocala. She’d said she would leave us something to eat on the stove and that it could be after eight when she got back.

Being alone with Salem had become a fucking obsession. I’d even ask off an hour early just so I could have more time with her, telling Brick I would make it up by working two extra hours on Saturday and close for him.

Stepping into the house, I smelled Italian and figured it was either lasagna or Mom’s homemade ravioli. I needed a shower to get the grease off me, but first, I wanted to see Salem.

While Mom was in the shower in the mornings, I always tried to sneak into Salem’s room to kiss her. Leaving the house with the taste of her on my tongue and my hands still humming from touching her made for a much better day.

She’d only had on her jeans and a bra when I slipped into her room this morning. It was intentional. She had known I’d be in there the moment Mom’s shower started, and she wanted me to see her like that.

I slid my hands up her waist while kissing her and tugged down the front of her bra to let her heavy globes spring free for me to play with. She moaned, and I picked her up to sit her on the dresser so I didn’t have to bend down. When she opened her legs, I stepped between them, not expecting her to rub her cunt against my erection, driving me crazy.

I wasn’t complaining, but covering my dick that bulged inside my jeans to hide it from my mother was difficult. Not that she looked at my crotch, but I felt like it was real obvious. Normally, I tried to keep a jacket tossed over my arm and in front of me after Salem got me so worked up before breakfast that I couldn’t get my cock to go down.

Today, I hadn’t tried to hide it after leaving her room. I’d had to go jerk off in my bathroom.

When I walked into the living room, she lifted her eyes from where a textbook lay open in her lap and smiled at me. “Hey.”

I moved closer to her. “Hey,” I replied. My eyes drifted down her body to see her nipples growing hard, poking against the fabric of the tank top she was wearing. “You forget your bra again?” I teased.

She had been doing that for the past two months. When Mom wasn’t here, her bra was missing. Taunting me.

“I didn’t forget it. I chose to take it off,” she replied saucily.

“It can’t be that uncomfortable.”

She moved her book to the sofa and uncrossed her legs to stand up. The tiny little running shorts she was wearing weren’t covering much of anything either.

“You trying to kill me, Angel Face?”

A soft laugh came from between her pretty lips. “No. Just tempt you,” she admitted without any hesitation.

“Consider it a success.”

Her laughter was louder this time, and I had a hard time moving my eyes off her legs, then tits to meet her gaze.

“I want to finish what we started this morning.”

Jesus, help me.

“What is that exactly? The kissing, my feeling up your tits, or you rubbing your horny little cunt on my dick?”

She shivered and blinked a little slower than normal. “Yes,” she breathed.

Yes. She wanted it all. Little minx made it hard to be good.

“We still have three months, fifteen days, and thirteen hours before you’re eighteen,” I told her, making her smile spread wider. I had a countdown always going in my head of when it would be okay to spread her legs and sink into her for the first time.

She walked around the sofa, closing the space between us, and I held my breath. What was she up to, and was I strong enough not to give in?

“That’s until we have sex,” she said, tilting her head back to look up at me. “But I liked the rubbing. I want to do it without barriers.”

I muttered a curse as my cock fought against my jeans for some space. “That’s a bad idea,” I told her. “I can’t.” Fuck, I was going to pump one out in the shower now. “If I feel your wet pussy on my dick, I’m not sure I can keep from shoving it inside you.”

Her little gasp from my words had me reaching down to adjust myself for some relief. This was my fault. I’d been allowing more and more, needing to touch her. She hadn’t known that it felt good, that she wanted it, until I showed her things. Did things to her.

“Please,” she begged. “You won’t.”

Fuck, I needed to get away from her and get myself off.

“Let me get a shower. I’m dirty.”

She stepped closer to me and pressed her tits against my chest. My erection digging into her lower stomach. “I like how you smell right now. It’s sexy.”

I’d washed my hands with the degreaser and soap before I left, but that was it. “I smell like cigarettes and a repair shop.”

She laid her palm on my chest. “And I like it.”

My hands went to her waist, and I had every intention of pushing her back.

“You can sit on the sofa, and I can straddle your lap,” she said as she looked up at me through her long lashes.

I groaned. The thought of her perched on me and her tits bare and level with my mouth sounded like heaven.

“Salem,” I started, but her other hand slid over my erection, and I hissed, jerking against the touch. “Your zipper has to be hurting you,” she said.

Then she began unfastening my jeans, and I fucking let her.
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Nothing about what I had just told them sounded convincing. I was trembling, sweating, and felt like I was going to puke, but I had lied about the man Lick had shot. I’d said every word I’d been told to say.

When I had walked into the room, the investigator had been drinking coffee and eating a slice of Nina’s caramel cake. He and Liam were laughing about something. The other officer there didn’t speak to me at all. He was more interested in the model motorcycle Liam had parked outside. Apparently, it was rare and in mint condition.

The entire thing was one big farce, and although I knew that, I still wanted to blurt out the truth, then sprint from the room.

I didn’t realize the investigator who had asked me the questions had followed me to the door until he reached around me to open it for me. Startled, I gasped, and he chuckled.

“Sorry about that,” he told me. “I was trying to be a gentleman, and I only made you more rattled.”

I did my best to smile at him. “Oh, thank you. I just didn’t hear you,” I explained as my voice wavered.

He leaned in just an inch closer to me. “You did good. Relax,” he reassured me as he opened the door.

I could smell his cologne; he was so close to me, and I wished he would step back. The sick stomach I had from the entire experience required fresh air, not that overpowering scent.

When the door was completely open, I started to hurry into the hall, but the sight of Rome leaning against the opposite wall caused me to pause. His green eyes went from me to the officer behind me. There was the slightest twitch of his jaw as he turned his gaze back to me.

“You look like you could use some sunshine and space,” he told me as he took three long strides in my direction. His large body towered over me, and he placed his hand on my lower back. “Let’s go.”

I said nothing, but I began walking when he gently nudged me forward. The area where his hand touched me felt as if it were sizzling with electricity. Removing his hand or at least stepping away from his touch would be the smart thing to do, but it seemed, even as an adult who knew better, I just couldn’t do the smart thing when Rome was involved.

He dropped his hand when we reached the stairs and made a gesture for me to go first. Neither of us spoke as we went down the stairs, me in front of him.

I needed fresh air. That was the only reason I was going with him. Or at least, that was what I told myself. It seemed I wasn’t so bad at lying to myself. It was others I struggled with.

At the bottom, I hesitated, not sure if he meant for me to go outside alone or if he was going too. And if he was, did I want to continue the conversation that had ended last night when he walked out of the bedroom?

Before I could delve too much further into that thought, a woman—the one who had walked out of his room, naked, yesterday morning—came strutting out of the red door that led to the kitchen in a black halter top and shorts, which didn’t cover much more than a pair of panties. Rome’s hand returned to my lower back, and I glanced from her to him. If he’d noticed her—and I didn’t know how he could not—he wasn’t acting like it.

He tilted his chin forward. “This way,” he told me.

“Tex!” the female called out.

His hand felt more like a flame than a sizzle now, one that I’d allowed too close, and I knew it was going to burn me if I didn’t put distance between us.

He didn’t respond to her, although her voice had rung out loud and clear. Instead, he began walking, and I had no choice but to go with him or be pushed. The veins in his neck stood out, and I knew he was clenching his teeth. He only did that when he was angry and trying to control it or…or…when he was inside me.

God, that image was one I had tried so hard not to think about for a very long time.

“Tex!” she called again, and I could hear the heels of her stilettos against the hardwood floor as she hurried in our direction.

He might have no issue ignoring her, but I did. Sure, I was jealous of her. There, I’d admitted it. She’d had the man, whereas I’d had the boy. But to walk off as if she were invisible was rude.

I stopped walking and stared up at him. “Aren’t you going to acknowledge her?” I asked in a clipped tone.

He raised his eyebrows as his pale green eyes lowered to mine and then shook his head slightly. “I’d rather not.”

But he had no problem screwing her and then shoving her out of his room without clothes on. I opened my mouth to say just that, even knowing it was something I shouldn’t because it would make it sound like I cared about who he screwed. However, the woman reached us, and her long fluorescent-pink nails with rhinestones on them caught my attention as she grabbed his arm. I felt his entire body tense as his hand flexed against my skin.

“Tex,” she said in a breathy whine, “I was coming to see you.”

Her eyes cut to me sharply, and the sultry smile she’d been giving him faltered.

If looks could kill, she’d have me splayed out on the floor.

“What do you need, Nixie?”

The annoyance in his tone made me wince. She might not like me and would like to strangle me with her bare hands, but she didn’t deserve that. He could be nicer to her. She was young. Too young, in my opinion. If she was of legal drinking age, I’d be surprised. But then he’d mentioned my being old right away. It seemed he didn’t like them after they hit full adulthood. The thought soured my mood further.

“I miss you.” She pouted.

“That’s an issue you will have to work out yourself.” He dropped his eyes back to me. “Come on,” he said, then began leading me, this time forcing me to move toward the door with him.

I was reluctant, but I also didn’t want to make a scene.

“That’s it then?” she asked, sounding almost hysterical.

He didn’t respond.

“TEX!” she cried out.

He muttered a curse word under his breath, but he did stop.

I waited as he turned back around toward her.

“Nixie, learn when you’ve been dismissed. And never use that tone of voice with me again, or you’ll be looking for a new job.” The warning in his tone made me shiver.

Her eyes widened as her bottom lip trembled, but she nodded.

We were moving once again, and a quick study of his face was one of mild irritation, but not the fury that I’d heard in his voice.

He stepped to the side of me and unlocked the bolts, all three of them, and then the doorknob itself before turning it and pushing the heavy metal door open. The instant warmth and sun washed over me as I stepped outside.

“My bike is over here,” he said, leading me toward several parked bikes to the right of the building.

Why were we going to his bike? I decided I’d stop now. He didn’t get to lead me around like a child. I wasn’t that girl inside, ready to do his bidding, and I wasn’t going to follow wherever he told me to.

“I don’t need to see your bike. I’ve already seen it. With the girl inside, Nixie, sitting on the back of it. Remember? It was just a couple of days ago.”

Yep. That had sounded snarky. I’d opened my mouth to say no thanks, and that had come out instead. No filter for me, it seemed.

He sighed as he studied me for a moment. I held his gaze, not backing down now. I’d said it, so I was going to own it.

“I thought you’d like some fresh air. Get out for a while. Take a ride.”

Getting out for any amount of time sounded wonderful. Sitting on the back of Rome’s bike, pressed against him as I held on, sounded like…a choice I would regret. I didn’t know how to respond, and I feared if I opened my mouth, I would blurt out the incorrect response.

“Salem…”

The sound of my name in his gravelly sent goose bumps over my skin, although there wasn’t even a hint of a chill in the air today.

“You’re here for an indefinite amount of time. I don’t want to pretend like you’re someone I don’t fucking know. I’m not asking you to straddle me and fuck me on it.” His mouth quirked, as if he knew, at those words, the memory of when I’d done just that was flashing in my head.

Damn you, Rome.

“I just want to take you for a ride. We both need to get away.”

I swallowed hard, then licked my lips, uncertain. “I thought it wasn’t safe for me to leave…this place,” I finished, not sure what to call it.

“It is with me, and we are going farther out of the city than we already are. I own some land not far from here.”

He owned land? Did it have a house too? Why did he own land if he lived here? Or did he only live here sometimes?

I knew he went to work at a strip club in Ocala often and for weeks at a time because Pepper had explained he wouldn’t be there when she talked me into coming to the bar.

I realized I did want to know things about Rome. Or Tex. The man he’d become. The one I didn’t know at all. Not like I had once.

“Okay,” I said before I could stop myself.

What would it hurt? We were going for a ride. I’d sat behind Lick and held on to him easily enough, and I hadn’t known the man at all. I had known Rome, but Tex was as much of a stranger as Lick had been.

The slow, pleased smile that stretched across his face should have been a warning. But if it was, I chose to ignore it.

“Let me get you a helmet,” he said, then walked over to a storage area only a few feet away from us.

My gaze did its own thing, not caring that it should be looking elsewhere. Instead, it drifted down the backside of Rome’s body, admiring the way his butt looked in a pair of jeans. God, I’d forgotten how sexy his walk was. Like he owned the place and he knew it. No matter where he was or what he was doing, his stride and body language exuded self-confidence.

When he turned back around, he held a black helmet in his hands, much like the one I’d worn on Lick’s bike. I wasn’t sure if I had snapped my gaze up fast enough, but I hoped so. The last thing I wanted was for him to catch me looking at his ass.

The Rome from my teenage years would have winked and asked me if I was enjoying my view.

I’d have laughed and replied, Very much so.

“This should fit,” he told me. “And the only other person who’s used it was Micah’s ole lady, Dolly. Before he bought her the pink one at least.”

I remembered seeing the pink helmet on her when we’d all ridden from the parking lot next to Pepper’s bar.

“Thanks.”

I reached to take it, and he ignored that, then went to put it on me like I was a child.

“I know how to fasten a bike helmet.”

That didn’t stop him.

He smirked and continued, “Maybe, but I want to make sure the strap is tight enough and it’s a good fit.”

As nice as that was of him, it played with my head’s and body’s reactions to his nearness. When he did things like this, it triggered too many memories that had been locked away. I fought the urge to step back and run inside, away from him. Remembering was territory that made me vulnerable. I didn’t ever want to be that weak again. That easy to destroy. There would be no Eamon to pick me up, dust me off, and stand by me, refusing to give up, no matter how hard I pulled away or closed down on him.

This is what I told you to do. His voice was in my head, and this time, I hadn’t put it there.

What?

Don’t pretend like you didn’t hear me. We both know you did, my blue-eyed girl.

I shoved that away, refusing to have that internal conversation with my deceased husband.

He hadn’t known what he was talking about in those last words he said to me. The guilt that had come with them would eat me alive.
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Tex
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It was like coming home. The only thing that could have come in at a close second would be walking into the front door of my mom’s house and smelling her cooking. That was something I’d never experience again. And I wasn’t real damn sure I deserved to feel this again, but I’d murder anyone who tried to take it away from me with my own two hands.

Being on my bike had always been my escape. The engine rumbling beneath me, the wind in my face, the ability to ride. Ride until nothing else mattered. Ride until the demons chasing me gave up. But there had been a time in my life when the sight of my bike was so fucking painful that it was a battle for me to even get on it. I’d wanted to take a sledgehammer to it until there was nothing left but a heap of destruction…until we were the same.

I inhaled deeply and let the feel of Salem’s arms around me and her body pressed against my back bring back the deep-seated satisfaction of having my world righted. There was an energy pulsing around me that had been dormant for so damn long that I’d forgotten it’d existed. Or I’d taken it for granted back then. Thought I’d always have it. Seemed it hadn’t been buried with my mother. The peace that came with having a center, a purpose, a home that I’d assumed had been taken when I lost her.

The peace had changed sources at some point, transferring to Salem, and I’d not even realized it. Then I had let it go because it was what Mom had said was best for Salem. What I should do if I loved her. And I had loved her. So much that it goddamn hurt. I’d have done anything to make sure she got the life she wanted. My giving her up had crushed her, but it had wrecked my soul until I no longer recognized myself.

Her body leaned with mine as if a day hadn’t gone by without her behind me. I’d had a lot of bitches on the back of my bike, but none had made it feel as if this were a sanctuary. The demons, darkness, and turmoil threaded throughout my life had no place here. They didn’t fit or fucking matter. Not now.

Slowing, I turned onto the dirt road that began the six acres of land I’d bought five years ago with the plan to build a house so I had somewhere to go when I needed solace. For a moment, I had even considered finding someone I could love or care enough about to have a family with. It was fleeting, but the thought was there. The idea of having a son or a daughter, a wife to come home to—someone who belonged solely to me—had come and gone quickly. Because of the female currently warming my body.

She’d moved on, fallen in love again, and the slice of torment that had come with that made me wince. The girl who had been mine alone wasn’t any longer. Her heart had been given to someone else. And I was the reason it had happened. I had sent her away to find happiness. If I’d fucking known that the happiness would include another man, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. I knew that now.

And not just any other man, but a fucking drug lord from Ireland. There was no way she could have known. The Salem I had known wouldn’t have been able to live like that. The danger that revolved around the man she’d married. Hell, talking to the damn cops today had made her look physically ill. I knew she didn’t know shit, but there was the chance she knew things that she didn’t realize she knew. Keys to bringing down the family she’d been a part of.

I wanted to drill her with questions. Had he been good to her? Had he made her feel special? Why hadn’t he given her any kids? Not that I was upset about that exactly. But, dammit, she’d be an amazing mother. She had wanted kids. A family. She’d wanted it with me at least.

The pain in my chest was back, snatching the earlier contentment from me. We weren’t those kids anymore, and there were things between us. People between us. And lies between us. I couldn’t erase all that just to have her. Even if that was all I wanted to do.

The questions I asked her wouldn’t be about her happiness. They would all have a purpose. The final goal. Finding out what she knew about her deceased husband. How she’d found out about the job here, working for Kendrix. There was no way it wasn’t connected. It was all too much of a coincidence. I would have known that even if Liam hadn’t spelled it out for me.

I knew he believed she had some insider information or that she’d come here because of something she’d been instructed to do. I intended to find out the truth and clear her name. Make sure everyone knew she was innocent.

Pulling to a stop in the clearing where I’d had trees taken down for the house I never got around to building, I cut the engine. When her hold on me loosened and then her arms left me, I realized my mistake. But if she kept touching me, my head wouldn’t be able to focus on my reason for doing this.

I glanced back at her as she began to unbuckle her helmet. The eyes that had never left my dreams took in her surroundings with interest until they came back to meet mine.

“This is your land?” she asked, pulling the helmet off her head.

Her dark locks, in a messy disarray, were distracting. Making me think of the times I’d made it look that way and the things we’d done to cause it.

“Yeah,” I replied, then cleared my throat.

“There’s so much land. I’d have never imagined there’d be anything like this close to Miami.”

We’d driven over an hour north up the coast, but I liked that she hadn’t thought it was that long. That meant she had been enjoying herself.

“It was easier to find six acres of undeveloped land in Lake Worth Beach. I doubt there is any in Miami, and if there is, it is out of my price range,” I replied, climbing off the bike.

I’d spent almost two million on this piece of land, but it had been an investment. Continuing to sink my income from the club’s profit into more strip clubs hadn’t seemed like the best financial move. I had enough invested in them. I’d wanted something that was solely mine.

I held out my hand to her after taking her helmet. She glanced down at it for a moment, as if she wasn’t sure she should take it.

“We’ve been riding for over an hour. Your legs may be a bit wobbly,” I told her, using that as an excuse.

She licked her bottom lip and then gave me her hand. I wrapped my larger one around it and enjoyed the way that simple connection felt. Letting go of it was something I didn’t want to do, but once she was off the bike, I knew I had to.

She glanced around at the ground. “How far away from the water are we? Are we in danger from an attack of any alligators?”

Chuckling, I shrugged. “It’s South Florida, Angel Face. Gators love it here. But I will keep my eyes open.”

Her eyes widened, and she glanced back at the bike, as if she considered getting back on it.

“I swear I won’t let one get you,” I assured her. “This is an equestrian community. Didn’t you see the big sign when we drove inside the gate?”

She nodded, then scrunched her nose. “You don’t ride horses…do you?”

“No, but the land was ideal and in my price range.”

I waited while she decided if she was going to go any further or not. I decided on not telling her that just beyond the trees I hadn’t cleared yet was a panoramic view of the lake. If she knew water was that close, she’d no doubt climb back on my bike.

“How did you find this place?” she asked.

“Liam has links to the equestrian community. A business partner of his son-in-law’s owned the land and wanted to sell.”

It was more like the former owner had gone bankrupt, and Liam had mentioned to me that he’d be interested in the land if his daughter and grandson weren’t in Ocala. I’d seen a good opportunity and taken it.

“It’s lovely,” she replied, her eyes drifting over the property. “Do you plan on ever building a house here?”

Yes…no. I wasn’t sure.

I shrugged. “Maybe. One day.”

Her smile was soft as she turned her eyes back to mine. “Vanna would have loved this place,” she mused.

I nodded. “Yeah, she would have.” Especially the view of the water that the house would have when the trees were all cleared.

“Do you ever visit her grave?” she asked. “I mean, sometimes, I just want to talk to her. Even if she can’t talk back.”

My chest tightened. “I do. Every time I’m in Ocala, I drive up to sit, drink a beer, tell her about life. Wish like fuck she were there to listen.”

“Right,” she whispered, turning her eyes back to the property and off me, but not before the sadness that echoed in me flickered in her gaze. “I often feel as if I failed her. Let her down.”

The only one who had failed Mom was me. I’d let her down. My cutting Salem completely out of my life wasn’t what she’d wanted. I knew that, but at the time, I had seen no other way. To be near her was to want her. Need her.

“Not a chance,” I replied.

She didn’t say anything, and for a moment, we stood there in silence. The gentle breeze caught her hair, and the faraway expression on her face made me wish I knew all her thoughts. But most would probably rip me open and leave me here to bleed.

This was my opening to begin digging into her marriage. To find out what I needed to clear her name. Fuck, it wasn’t what I wanted to do. Hearing her tell me about another man she had loved was going to be hard. I hadn’t considered it until it came time to begin. The other option though would have been handing this job to Lick, and I’d have killed him if he touched her. Held her. Fucked her.

“How did you meet your husband?” I asked, not even leading into it. Asking it was hard enough. I couldn’t be suave about it.

She blinked, slightly taken aback as she stared at me. I waited, giving her time. Talking about Mom was easy for us. We’d both loved her. But her husband was the other man who had held her heart. This was different.

Dropping her eyes to the ground, she cleared her throat. “I, um…well, it’s a bit of a long story. I wasn’t, uh, very open to dating or relationships of any kind at the time.”

Because of me. I’d caused that damage.

“He must have been persistent.”

Any sane man would be when he got one look at her. He’d move heaven and hell to have her. I almost had.

She laughed, but it was a sad sound, then nodded her head. “He was that,” she agreed. “I don’t know why he put up with me and tried so hard.”

I did.

“He was smart,” I said.

She lifted her eyes to meet mine, and the tenderness there was because of another man. Not me. Fuck, this was going to be brutal.

“He was good to me.”

He was also an international drug trafficker.

“I’m glad,” I replied.

Her eyes darted away. She wouldn’t make eye contact with me, as if she were afraid I’d see something there that she wanted to keep hidden.

Please, God, don’t have been involved with the criminal shit, Angel Face. I don’t know how I will protect you if you were—or are.

“I left you an address. You had my number. But you never even sent me a letter, text, nothing.” Her words were just above a whisper.

“Where did you leave me an address? When?” I asked. “I didn’t call or text because you had just left. Hadn’t told me about it, and I thought that was you leaving me. Telling me that you couldn’t forgive me.”

Her blue eyes swung back to me, and she frowned. “At your work. I came by to tell you that I’d been accepted and your mother’s letter of recommendation had helped. But you weren’t there. I left a note with my new address and even my flight date and time.”

I worked hard to tamp down the anger trying to boil over. Who had gotten the fucking note, and why hadn’t they given it to me? If they had, I would have chased after her. I would have moved if she’d asked me to. I had done what my mother wanted, but the sheer agony that had come with it became too much. Every day I went without her had become another sentence in hell.

“I never got a note,” I said, attempting to unclench my teeth. I was getting fucking pissed about something that had happened eighteen years ago. It was ridiculous.

She shook her head and let out a forced laugh. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t know why I asked. Years ago and water under the bridge.”

It mattered.

Asking more about her husband wasn’t something I could do right now.

“You hungry? There’s a great little seafood place about two miles from here.”

A real smile, mixed with relief, curled her full lips, and she nodded. “I’m starving.”
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The curiosity had oozed from Pepper when Rome and I finally returned last night. She didn’t ask, though the look in her eyes told me she wanted me to tell her. I couldn’t because I wasn’t sure how to process it all just yet. It had been friendly. We’d laughed over our meal and talked about Vanna. It had felt so good to remember her.

Not one time had Rome brought up thinking of me when he was with other women. Other than the small outburst from me about the note that had gone unanswered, we kept the conversation from going to the us that had once been. I enjoyed myself. Riding on his bike again after all these years. Although this one was a newer, more expensive than the bike he’d had when he was twenty-one. The day had been one plucked from my imagination and perfected.

When I glanced over at Rome’s closed bedroom door, there was a lightness in my chest—until I thought about Eamon, and then it faded almost immediately. Eamon had loved me. He’d healed what Rome had broken. Yesterday had been the start to a friendship. Nothing more.

There was probably a woman—Nixie or whoever—in there with him. Naked, curled up against his side.

Doing my best to shove that thought away and convince myself that it did not matter to me, I made my way to the kitchen. I heard a voice about the same time I smelled the bacon.

“You were gone a long time yesterday.”

I spun around to see Lick standing down the long hallway that led to the backyard.

“Hey,” I replied. “I didn’t see you back there in the dark.”

He stepped forward until the light from the stairs illuminated him. “You doing okay after talking to the cops?”

I was, but I wondered if I would have been if Rome hadn’t come to get me and taken me away from here.

“It was…stressful,” I admitted, “but, yes, I’m fine.”

“You going into breakfast?” he asked me.

“Yes. Have you eaten?”

His gaze slowly glanced at the door, then back at me. “Not yet. Let’s go.”

Oh, so we were going in to eat together.

I didn’t know what to make of Lick. He was…odd. There was a dangerous, sexy thing he had going for him, but something was off with him. Like perhaps there were a few emotions that he hadn’t been given. A coldness that didn’t at all go with the man who had saved me, then scooped me up to carry me away from the nightmare.

I started toward the door, and when I got to it, his large, tattooed hand was already there, reaching over me and shoving it open. I thanked him before entering the bright area, where there were few bikers up since it was only nine.

Nina and Goldie were working behind the counter while Pepper sat at the bar with a cup of coffee in her hands, laughing at something one of the other two women had said.

All three pairs of eyes swung over to me—or I guessed us since they all shifted from Lick, who was behind me, then to me. Pepper’s eyes widened just a bit, and then she drank from her cup. The curiosity was so blatant on her face that she might as well ask me what it was she wanted to know so bad.

“You’re up early, Lick,” Nina said pointedly, as if accusing him of something.

I walked over and took the stool beside Pepper.

“Better biscuits in the first batch,” he replied as he pulled out the seat on the other side of me and sat in it.

Goldie cocked an eyebrow at him. “Or better scenery perhaps.”

He smirked as his eyes fell to meet mine.

I felt my cheeks warm, and I smiled before turning to Pepper. “I don’t think you ever sleep. You were awake when I went to sleep and gone when I woke up.”

She gave me a smug look. “Not all of us had a full day out, exploring.”

“Yes, please, tell us about that. Inquiring minds want to know,” Nina piped in.

Goldie took a plate of food over to Lick. “We need to gossip. Could you take this elsewhere to eat?” she asked him, smiling so brightly that I didn’t think anyone could tell her no.

“Maybe I want to hear the gossip,” he said, putting the plate down and picking up a slice of bacon. Clearly not going anywhere.

Goldie sighed dramatically. “It’s girl talk. You don’t wanna hear that.”

He chewed the bacon while holding her stare, then swallowed before saying, “You ever think she don’t want to tell the three of you her business?”

I sucked in a breath and dropped my eyes to my hands, which were clasped in my lap.

“Sure we did. But that’s not how we work. We want to ask, and she’s not gonna tell us shit with one of you sitting there. So, be nice and go somewhere else,” Pepper informed him.

I could feel Lick’s eyes on me, but I didn’t look up.

“You want to talk to them about shit?” he asked.

No, not particularly, but I also didn’t want to be rude to them. All three of them had started to feel like friends. And I desperately needed those.

“I don’t mind,” I said, giving him a quick smile before straightening my shoulders and trying not to appear awkward.

“All right,” he drawled, shoving his stool back and picking up his plate.

Why did that make me feel as if I’d let him down? Ugh. I didn’t like this.

“Thank you, Lick,” Goldie chirped.

He grunted in acknowledgment and headed for the door we’d only come in minutes ago.

Nina leaned her elbows on the counter, looking from that door to me. “Someone has warned you to be careful with that one, right? Because Lick is a crazy MFer.”

Goldie slapped Nina’s arm with a hand towel. “Don’t be mean. He’s just…unpredictable, and he makes poor choices.”

Nina glanced up at her. “He shipped a man’s balls to his wife.”

She winced and blew out a breath. “Okay, yeah, he did do that. But that’s one of the poor choices I was talking about.”

Nina rolled her eyes as I stared at both of them in horror. I was scared to ask for more of the story on that.

“Besides, I’ve never seen him act around a female like he does with this one. I’d say she’s safe,” Goldie told her.

“Eh,” Nina replied, cutting her eyes at me. “Depends on how much she cares about Tex’s health and safety.”

“He wouldn’t cut off Tex’s balls,” Goldie replied, rolling her eyes.

“Are we one hundred percent sure about that?” Nina asked.

“Y’all, please,” Pepper interrupted them. “She is almost as white as the flour you got all over the counter. Stop talking about shit like that. Besides, my buck would be on Tex. He ain’t crazy, but he is packing more muscle.”

Goldie and Nina looked at each other, and Nina shrugged as if maybe Pepper was right.

“Anyway, back to what we want to know. Where did you go yesterday? What happened?” Goldie asked me.

“Is his cock really pierced?” Nina added.

My eyes went wide as I stared at her.

“Wh-what?” I asked.

She looked let down. “So, you didn’t see his cock. Well, that’s okay. Plenty of time for that.”

“She’s not a club slut. Jesus, Nina,” Goldie scolded her.

“I know that, and that wouldn’t make her a slut. She said that he took her virginity twenty years ago. They aren’t strangers,” she shot back at her just as the door to the kitchen opened again.

I glanced back at the door and then froze in horror. Rome came strolling in, his eyes glancing over the others, then locking on me. I couldn’t read his expression to know if he’d heard any of that, but he didn’t say anything. Turning back around, I let out the breath I’d been holding.

The stool that Lick had just left was being moved once again as Rome came to sit beside me. The other women said nothing, and that made us all look guilty.

“What? Don’t let me stop you. So, you know I took Salem’s virginity. Please continue. I’m fascinated to know where this conversation was headed.”

My entire body flushed, and I closed my eyes tightly. He had heard her. Crap. Why had I told them anything? Now he would think I had gone around spewing out our past to everyone. Was he mad? He hadn’t sounded like it, but he had to be. Right?

“If I’d thought she was a slut, then I’d have had her straddling me on my bike yesterday, but, no, that didn’t happen. I know her too well. She’d never have done that.”

My eyes flew open, and I saw Goldie biting back a grin and Nina smirking at him before I turned to look at him. Had he really just said that?

He was watching me. Waiting for me to react. The teasing glint in his eyes sent a tiny shiver through me.

“You look surprised, Angel Face,” he said.

I blinked and said nothing. He’d called me Angel Face in front of the other women.

“Angel Face, huh? I take it, that’s not a new endearment?” Nina said.

Rome shook his head but kept holding my gaze. “No, it’s not new.”

This was…not what I had expected today. Or was this because we were friends? Adult friends who had a past. Was I the one making it awkward? God, I needed a handbook to navigate this.

“I thought you’d be headed back to Ocala by now,” Pepper said, saving me from having to speak.

“Not going back anytime soon. Things require me to stay here.”

“Things?” Nina asked with a chuckle.

A crooked grin touched his lips. “You’re being nosy, Nina.”

“There you are,” a female voice called out.

I glanced back to see it was Nixie strutting into the kitchen in what looked like a bra and panties.

Pepper muttered a curse beside me, and Goldie shot the new arrival an annoyed glare before she walked over to the stove.

“You weren’t in bed, and I didn’t know where you had gone,” Nixie said as she walked up behind Rome and put her arms around his chest, pressing her huge boobs against his back. “Morning,” she cooed in his ear.

That was the cold water of reality I’d needed to snap me out of thinking things were something that they weren’t. I wasn’t the something keeping Rome here. She was. I wanted to leave, seeing as my appetite was now gone.

If I made an excuse to leave, then I’d look as if I cared. No need to further my embarrassment. Might as well defuse it rather than feed it. Rome liked his women young and their bodies on display. I wasn’t young, and there was no way in hell I’d ever walk around like that.

I plastered on my best smile. “Here,” I said to her. “You can have this seat. I was just going to make myself a cup of coffee and see what I could do to help Nina and Goldie.”

I didn’t make eye contact with Rome, but stood up and gave her my stool. The cutoff blue jean shorts, which were Pepper’s, no longer felt as if they were too short, even if my butt was too big for them They might as well be pants compared to the way Nixie was dressed. As I walked around the counter, Goldie and Nina both fell into the act like champs.

“Once you get your coffee, I’ll show you how to roll out the dough,” Nina told me as she picked up a large bowl and went back to the space beside the oven that was covered in flour.

We had not once talked about me helping them. Not because I didn’t want to help, but because I had been following Pepper’s lead. I assumed they didn’t like extra hands in the kitchen, and I hadn’t wanted to invade their turf.

“I bought some new creamer. Try it. It is to die for. I’d offer it to Pepper, but she’d snarl her nose at it,” Goldie said.

“Because I drink coffee the way God intended. Black,” Pepper replied.

“Since when did you start caring about what God intended?” Goldie shot back, causing Pepper and Nina to laugh.

I should smile here, so I did, but I kept my back to Rome and his…whatever she was. Taking my time, I poured myself a cup and took a few slow and even breaths.

This was fine. I had been married. Rome and I were…were…maybe on the path to being friends. He was a beautiful, sexy, viral male with a pierced cock to go with his tongue, and he was going to have young women around who he used those things on. If I made it weird by acting uptight and awkward, it would make me look as if I cared.

Mentally preparing myself for this and acting as relaxed as I could, I turned back around and went to the refrigerator. “I’m not badass enough to drink coffee black,” I quipped, trying to go along with the conversation.

“Second shelf on the right. It is the purple bottle that says Love Is Blind and has a chocolate-covered strawberry on the front,” Goldie informed me.

I scanned the shelves, found it, then poured some into my coffee before facing the rest of them.

“Okay, let’s get back on track,” Nina said as she stirred a pot on the stove. “Since Tex insisted that we continue.”

My eyes shot to Rome then, and he was watching me, although Nixie was perched on one of his thighs rather than the stool I had supplied for her. I did not want to finish this conversation. Ever. Especially with those two in here.

“Get me some coffee,” he said to the girl.

She sprang up with a bright smile, happy to do his bidding.

Yuck. Ew. I rolled my eyes before turning my attention back to Nina. I had to stop her and fast. I was not going to talk about anything concerning Rome.

“So, tonight is your first bonfire, and we need to find you something to wear. Although the way Lick is following you around, I don’t think it’ll matter to him much what you have on.” Nina smiled back at me over her shoulder.

What was she doing?

“Oh, I…” What did I say? I didn’t want to lie about Lick liking me or there being some chance I would—or even wanted to—hook up with him. I did not. I was starting to understand Pepper’s refusal to date a biker.

“It’s fine,” Goldie said with a wave of her hand. “The guys all talk. I’m sure Tex has already heard. We aren’t gossiping.”

“No, Tex hasn’t heard.” His tone was clipped as he glared at them, then at me.

I might as well have been mute because I had no words. Nothing was coming out of my mouth.

“That Lick has a thing for Salem.” Nina said it like it was common knowledge and he had to have his head up his ass not to know it.

“We had to give him his food and force him out the door this morning so we could talk about it. He’d walked Salem to breakfast and intended to sit beside her while he ate it.”

I wanted to groan. They were making this sound as if Lick liked me in a way he did not.

“Here you go,” Nixie said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her set the cup down in front of him. I expected her to go climb back in his lap, but his command stopped her.

“Go clean my room.”

I tensed. Had he really just said that? Did he boss her around like that all the time? I frowned, then stared down at my cup.

“Why don’t you come with me and we can mess it up before I do?” she said in a sultry voice.

Yes, please go before I vomit.

“I don’t want to mess it up. I want it fucking cleaned.”

Ouch. Okay. That was harsh.

My eyes lifted to them before I could stop myself.

“Did Lick come to your room this morning?” he asked through clenched teeth.

I wasn’t Nixie. He had better watch it.

Narrowing my eyes, I glared at him. As if he had the right to ask me anything like that.

“No, he met me outside the kitchen door.”

Some of the tension seemed to leave him.

“Rainbow came back with Lick from Styx last night. He was busy with her all night,” Nixie said with a satisfied smile. As if she was debunking any idea that Lick would be interested in me.

That seemed to appease Rome, and he picked up his cup to take a sip.

“Everyone knows if Lick is gonna take an ole lady, it’ll be Rainbow,” Nixie added.

That was lovely for Rainbow, but I wasn’t in the market to become an ole lady. She could stop with the snarky looks my way.

“Didn’t he tell you to go clean his room?” Nina asked Nixie.

Oh my.

“I don’t take orders from you,” Nixie told her, placing a hand on her hip.

“Watch it, little girl,” she replied with a grin. “You’re just a stripper. I’m an ole lady. Don’t piss me off.”

“Jesus, Nixie, would you fucking go?” Rome growled at her.

“I second that,” Goldie said, holding up the spoon in her hand.

Nixie looked as if she was on the verge of pitching a fit, foot stomping and screaming included, like a child who hadn’t gotten her way. Then she spun and strutted from the room as if we were all watching her on a stage.

I did not have an ass like that. And although they had teamed up against her, it didn’t make my body anywhere near as perfect as hers. I could not compete, and I wasn’t going to try.

When the door closed behind her, I wished I, too, could leave.

“I hope you bleached your dick after you sank it in her overused twat,” Nina said, giving Rome a disapproving look.

He didn’t respond as he drank his coffee, then rested his elbows on the bar.

“You know, before she went to work yesterday, she was bent over the pool table while Fox fucked her from behind and Anson’s dick was shoved in her mouth.”

Oh dear God. It was very likely that Rome had STDs if that was the kind of women he slept with.

He didn’t seem to care.

“She’s not my property,” he finally drawled. “Haven’t put a claim on her, and I never intend to.”

Nina shook her head as if his behavior disgusted her.

Rome stood up then. “But she wasn’t in my bed last night. My guess is, she went to my room this morning, looking for me, and I wasn’t there.”

I felt his eyes on me, and of their own accord, mine lifted to meet his.

The corner of his lips quirked. “No one was in my bed last night but me.”

Why was he telling me this? I hadn’t accused him of anything. He needed to be looking at them.

I didn’t have a response to that. It wasn’t my business.

With a short, deep chuckle, he took his cup and left the kitchen. My eyes watched him go.
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Salem
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“I don’t understand why anyone would want to be called an ole lady,” I said as Pepper held up two different tops to me and studied each one.

“Because they’re stupid. But if you tell Goldie or Nina I said that, I will call you a liar,” she replied, then held up the see-through black top. “This one.”

I looked at the top doubtfully. “Is that going to fit my boobs? Also, why do I have to go? Can’t I just stay up here alone and read?”

The bikini she had picked for me was intimidating. I’d wore it to make her happy, but I was not going to take off the clothes I’d put on over it. Although the short red tennis-style skirt she’d chosen for me and this top wouldn’t do much to cover up the bikini. But the outfit was better than nothing.

“Oh, no. I’m invested in this. I may never date a biker, but you have history with Tex. You loved him before he became a part of this world. It’s different.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want Rome or Tex. He isn’t the same guy. I’m not the same girl.”

The image of Nixie’s perky, perfect young stripper body taunted me, souring my mood further.

Pepper shrugged. “Maybe. But the way Tex looks at you? In the thirteen years I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him look at a woman like that.”

She was seeing something that wasn’t there.

“I think he’s just curious about me. Not interested in the way you think. I’m old. He said so himself. I’m not the girl he loved anymore, if he actually loved her at all.”

Pepper tossed the shirt, skirt, and the bikini she’d chosen for me onto the bed. “We can agree to disagree. But while we are stuck here, humor me. Wear this and keep your hair down.”

I was beginning to realize telling Pepper Abe no wasn’t acceptable. She wouldn’t allow it. If I didn’t like her so much, I would be annoyed by that fact.

This wasn’t who I was. I didn’t put myself out there and try to draw attention.

My life had been comfortable and safe. Going to work, knowing that I had a dependable husband who loved me and accepted me with all my flaws, was my normal. I took it for granted. That was something I’d learned the hard way this past year.

Sure, Eamon hadn’t been rugged; hadn’t smelled like cigarettes, the outdoors, or leather; and hadn’t had tattoos and piercings, but he was handsome. He’d smelled like clean soap, had a smoothly shaved jawline with his hair trimmed every four weeks on schedule, and dressed in Ralph Lauren the majority of the time. I loved all those things about him. But that wasn’t where the guilt came seeping in through the crevices of my memories. It was that my heart never fluttered, it never raced, and there was never that excited knot in my stomach at the sight of him. His kisses never made me cling to him, panting and wild for more.

That was where my shame lay. And to make it all the worse, Eamon had always known it. I liked to pretend he didn’t. I had even convinced myself that I had hidden that from him. That he’d had no idea there was another who had caused those things in me that were now broken. His last words replaying in my head would forever haunt me. I’d never be able to shake them.

Pepper stepped in front of me, waving a hand. “Hello? Where did you go?”

I blinked, shaking my head as I pushed away all those heavy thoughts, and I looked at her. “Sorry. Did you ask me something?”

She studied me for a moment. “Yeah,” she replied. “Three times.”

“I, uh…I was thinking about before,” I admitted. “My life after Rome. Married and how different it all was. I’m not used to dressing to get someone’s attention. It…it isn’t me, and I don’t think I want Rome’s attention really.” Not that this was going to change anything anyway.

I just didn’t look forward to the humiliation of him ignoring me and letting naked young girls with tight bodies crawl all over him. Nina, Goldie, and Pepper were so sure he was going to see me and want me. This would be the embarrassing truth. I was not his type now. Why couldn’t they see that?

Pepper gave me a sympathetic smile and gently squeezed my arm. “I’ve never loved a man enough to marry him. So, I don’t know what it feels like to lose him. But you lost two men you loved in this life, and one is there for the taking, if you want him.”

I wanted to laugh. No, he wasn’t. He could spout that he had never forgotten me or that he saw me when he was screwing other women, but that wasn’t true.

I had been there when he walked out of my life. I was the one wrecked and lost. So completely lost. He had carried on with his life. Never looking back.

He might not have gotten my note with the address I had left him. I could believe that. But he had my number. I’d never changed it. In all these years, I’d kept the same one because, deep down, I held on to the fact that it was the only way he could find me. And that was just another one of my sins. Another piece of myself that I’d never given to Eamon.

Rome never called.

“I don’t see tonight going the way you do. You weren’t there for it all. How it ended. Rome couldn’t have loved me and ripped out my soul the way he did. But”—I smiled as brightly as I could—“I will go have a good time. This week has been one of the most traumatic I think I’ve ever experienced, and I’d like to not think about my dead boss being a drug trafficker or his lifeless body on the floor.” I paused and winced as the image came back with my words. I would never get over that scene. “Anyway, whew, I want to find an escape, but I’m under no illusion where Rome is concerned.”

Pepper smirked. “You say he isn’t the same guy you knew, yet you still call him by that name. Must be something there you see.”

She was right. Calling him Rome labeled him in my head as the boy I had loved with everything I had. The one I had thought loved me until he broke me. He wasn’t that boy. He was a very different man.

“It’s habit, what I know, but you’re right. He’s not Rome. He is Tex. The man he became. It’s time I call him that and let Rome go.”

Like I should have done a very long time ago. The way Eamon had deserved.

Pepper nodded at the clothes on the bed. “Get dressed. I have to go meet Micah in the library. He texted, and it’s insurance stuff about the bar. The walls with blood-splatter stains and bullet holes aren’t going to be cheap to replace. If I’m not back when you’re ready, just go on out back. Nina and Goldie will be out there, along with Dolly. Sit with them. They’ll have the ole ladies’ VIP spots under the gazebo beside the pool. The rest of the bitches don’t come around them and aren’t allowed in the pool until Dolly is done with it. Micah doesn’t want her having to swim in the same water as the club sluts and strippers.”

My eyebrows shot up. That was thoughtful of him. But then the man worshipped her. He rarely took his hands off her when she was with him. The way she would gaze up at him as if he were her sun made me envious. They loved each other in a way not many people found in life. At least not that I’d seen. It had always seemed like one loved more than the other.

She nodded at my surprised look. “Yep. And it’s been cleaned. He has a company come in and professionally clean it before she steps foot in it.” She shrugged. “We normally leave when the nudity starts. Their men go with them because it becomes a fuckfest out there. STD central.”

I shivered and scrunched my nose at the thought, and she laughed.

“I’m kidding. The girls all have to get tested monthly at the clubs they work at, and the men use protection. The only STD outbreak here I can ever remember was when Drifter—he lives in Ocala now and manages Devil’s, the strip club they own there. Anyway, he brought in this skank he’d met—I don’t know where from. I was a teen. I didn’t have all the details. But syphilis was running rampant around here. Sores on lips, genitals.” She shivered and grimaced. “Yeah, so after that, they set up rules and precautions. Still, Micah doesn’t want Dolly near them or anything that touched them. Them being the other females.”

Yeah, I really would rather stay in this room.

“We for sure get to leave before the pool orgy takes place?” I asked.

She laughed and nodded. “Yes. Promise. Micah, Brick, and Jars will come get us, and we will leave them all to it.”

I glanced back over at the bikini and outfit, then sighed. I could do this. I’d have fun. Enjoy female friendships. I’d not had many of those back in Boston. Mostly just wives of Eamon’s business partners, and we were never really that close. Especially since I was almost positive two of those wives had wanted in Eamon’s pants.

I can’t believe I’m going to a biker party.

Live a little, beautiful.

This is more living than I anticipated.

You’ll be fine. I always told you that I loved walking into a room, knowing my wife was the most stunning female there.

You were blinded by love.

No, Salem. You were.

I closed my eyes tightly, blocking out that internal dialogue. This was my imagination, dammit. Why did it have to turn on me like that?
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My bikini no longer felt so revealing when I saw what Goldie and Nina were wearing. The evening was warmer than it had been, but there was still a little nip in the air. When the sun began to set, it started to cool down some. The pool was heated, but I still doubted I’d get in it.

Nina was climbing out of the hot tub, connected to the pool, with a cocktail in one hand and a cigarette in the other when she noticed me and waved me over. Her animal-print swimsuit consisted of some string up her butt and two triangles covering her nipples. Well, her vagina had a tiny part of fabric covering it, but that was about it. A diamond near her belly button caught some light, and I noticed it, realizing she had it pierced. There were a few small tattoos, but nothing like the men. She seemed to have no issue walking around without covering up in front of this crowd.

I barely glanced over at the fire, where the rest of the people seemed to be. Pepper had been right.

There was only Goldie in a metallic-gold bikini with a tad more fabric, but not much. She was sitting on the edge of the pool, letting her feet dangle in the water, holding a drink that looked exactly like Nina’s.

Dolly looked like a petite pinup model.

That isn’t at all intimidating, I thought sarcastically.

The hot-pink bikini she wore was by far the least revealing out of the three, although her boobs were bigger than the other two. She had them covered up for the most part. I had a feeling that was a Micah requirement. He was likely to murder any man who looked her way for longer than a second. Which had to be difficult for the other men because I was a heterosexual woman and I could admit that Dolly was hot.

She noticed me from the raft she was floating on in the water and waved at me. Her friendly smile instantly eased me. Pepper hadn’t returned to the room, and she wasn’t out here yet, it seemed.

“I made a pitcher of my margaritas!” Goldie called out. “Come get you a glass.”

Alcohol would be helpful. Especially if they pushed for me to get in the hot tub or pool. That would require I take off the clothing. Dolly made curves look sexy, but I wasn’t so sure I would do the same. I wasn’t overweight exactly, but my butt had always been an issue for me. I’d embraced my boobs when it was clear that boys—okay, fine, Rome—liked them. He’d liked them a lot back when I was young, of course. My bottom was also something he’d liked, but that had been the teenage version of it. There were dimples now—and not just the two on my lower back, right above it. There were a couple on it.

Why didn’t Pepper own a bathing suit that covered one’s entire ass?

Goldie had hopped up and was already pouring me a glass when I reached them. She held it out to me. “Warning: it is strong, but”—she nodded her head in the direction of the bonfire—“when they get rowdy, it is a requirement.”

I took the glass, ready to down it in hopes that it’d help boost my self-confidence enough for me to take off my clothing.

“Also, you look fucking hot,” Goldie added with a grin, her eyes darting back over toward the bonfire. “I have a hundy on Lick being the first one over here. Nina has a hundy on Tex.”

I bit back a groan. I felt like I was in a pageant that I had no chance of placing in, yet I had a cheering squad who was clueless to that fact. They’d both be let down. The brief glance I did, I saw no less than three topless females with bottoms on that had less fabric than Nina’s.

“I need a refill,” Nina said, holding out her glass, then looked at me. “Take off the clothes and get in. The pool water is warm enough, but the hot tub feels better.”

I dropped my gaze to the glass in my hand and figured I might as well get this one down and get a second. “Let me drink enough first,” I told her, then began to gulp. I stopped, realizing that Goldie hadn’t been joking. There was more tequila than mix in this margarita, and my eyes watered as I choked.

Goldie chuckled. “I warned you.”

“Please tell me you don’t need liquid courage to take off your clothes. If I had your tits and ass, I might strip down to nothing but what the strippers are wearing,” Nina informed me.

Goldie let out a bark of laughter. “I’d love to see that. Jars would leave a pile of dead bodies on the ground before he got close enough to cover you up.”

Nina smirked and turned to wiggle her butt at us, but I realized she was pointing at a tattoo, which had the Judgment logo from their vests and said Property of Jars just above where the swell of her bottom started. Wow. Okay then…she’d been marked permanently. On her skin. Claiming to be a man’s property. Why would she have done that?

“He had it put there. No one else is gonna be stupid enough to look,” she said, then strutted back over to the hot tub with her drink.

Goldie laughed and rolled her eyes.

“I take it, you don’t have a Property of Brick then?”

“Oh, yeah. I do,” she replied, then turned to show me.

There it was. Just like Nina’s, but with Brick’s name.

I swung my gaze over to Dolly, who was watching us with an amused look. She shook her head without me even asking.

“Micah doesn’t like the idea of me in pain,” she said with a small shrug.

“Correction,” Nina called out from the hot tub, “he said—and I quote—‘I won’t allow anything to mar Tink’s perfect skin. She’s mine. She wears my cut. But her sweet skin stays untouched.’ ”

Dolly’s cheeks pinkened, but the happiness that radiated from her was clear to anyone who looked at her.

“He had Tink tattooed over his heart instead,” Goldie added. “That’s his name for her, if you haven’t heard him call her that. Says she’s his brunette Tinker Bell or some weird shit.”

I took another drink, but this time with more caution, then asked, “Are you the only wives? I mean, are any of the other guys married?”

I hadn’t seen any other ole ladies, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. I hadn’t been here that long.

“Grinder was married, but his wife passed away a few years back. Anson”—she rolled her eyes—“he married one of the strippers, but their marriage is on the rocks, seeing as he can’t stop dipping his dick into other vaginas. I think she’s cheating on him too. My guess is, she got tired of it. But his mistake is that, unlike him, who just fucks for pleasure, she’s a woman, and hers is probably emotional too. I figure she’ll leave him soon enough for whoever she’s messing around with. Now, Anson may go kill him, but”—she shrugged—“she knew all this when she married him. He was a slut, and marriage did not change him. And of course Liam is married. Has a baby. But he doesn’t live at the club.”

I continued to sip, making each one longer until I finished it off. The slight buzz I already felt was reassuring. I was definitely more relaxed.

“You getting in now?” Nina asked me.

I thought about it and glanced at the group by the bonfire. I’d not scanned the area down there for Rome, and I wasn’t going to. I’d rather not know what he was doing or with whom. No one seemed to be paying any attention to us, so I figured now would be the time to ditch the clothes and hurry into the safety of the hot tub.

I held my glass out for more, and Goldie chuckled, picking up the pitcher and filling it.

“The hot tub will only heighten the buzz. Go slow this time.”

Right. I’d heard that before.

Taking a deep breath, I took one more drink, then set it down on the table beside me so I could take off the clothing that I’d not intended to rid myself of tonight. But if I didn’t, I had a feeling Nina would keep asking me to.

I pulled off the top first since it was see-through and not covering that much, then went to quickly tug the skirt down and step out of it before tossing it with the top onto a lounger. I was more relaxed with the tequila in my system, but I wasn’t completely comfortable with this yet. I felt like a spotlight was on me and everyone was looking at me. Which wasn’t the case at all. There were topless women down there, draping themselves all over the men.

“Damn, Pepper did good,” Goldie said, grinning.

“It doesn’t cover as much as I’m accustomed to,” I said, reaching for my drink and needing more.

“You’re at a biker party. There are topless strippers here. You gotta show ’em enough to get their attention, but stay classy, reminding them that you’re on a higher level,” Goldie told me and winked.

I looked over at the hot tub, wanting to go hide my body in the water now.

Nina waved me over, then went to light up another cigarette.

I took my glass and went over there while silently telling myself that no one was watching my butt jiggle or judging my body. That was all in my head.
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“Just so you’re here when Pepper hits the fucking fan,” Micah said to Liam over the video call I’d been summoned to since Liam was in Ocala.

Liam’s brows drew together. “The less Pepper knows, the safer she is.”

Micah shrugged. “And the more danger I am in. From her when she finds out this shit and knows I kept it from her.”

“What have you found out, Tex?” Liam asked, getting to what I knew was the point of this call.

“Salem knows nothing,” I replied without hesitation.

“And your proof?”

My gut wasn’t going to be the answer he wanted, but that was it. She was older, and she’d grown up, but she was still Salem. Sweet, beautiful Salem.

“She’s too naive. I’ve spent time with her. Talked to her. I’d know if she was hiding something. She talks about her hus—Eamon,” I corrected, hating the way it sounded to call the man her husband, “as if he were a straitlaced office sort. White collar and shit.”

Liam sighed heavily. “I need more than that, Tex. You have got to get her to open up about him. Get her distracted and take her phone while she’s passed out in your bed. Read her old text messages. She’s not going to have any new ones since Wilder broke into her account and froze her service. She’s only got Wi-Fi on it right now, which is run through the club. No cellular, but she’s not said anything, so she’s not trying to call anyone or expecting calls, which is a good sign.”

It was back to the fuck her thing. I had been hoping I’d not have to do that. Yeah, I wanted to fuck her. But not because I had been told to or because I wanted to read her text messages. That would make it twisted, and it’d feel like a betrayal.

“She has no idea. I swear it. She is clueless about the man she was married to,” I said with irritation.

Liam gave me a pointed look. “Get her goddamn phone, go through her texts, emails, recently deleted. If you can’t do this, then Lick is going to be briefed and given the job.”

I’d never hated Liam Walsh. I had even considered him one of my best friends. Until now.
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Micah had stayed to finish the call with Liam, but I’d been dismissed. Going outside to this fucking party wasn’t going to help my mood.

This morning, I’d struggled with letting Nixie sit on my lap in front of Salem, which was the only reason I allowed it. I needed to stop whatever pull she had over me. Then all it took was the mention of Lick seeking out Salem, and I’d snapped.

If that brought out the jealous monster in me, then what the fuck would I be like after I fucked her? I had already lived that once. I knew the possessive beast it had created in me back then. Hell, just thinking about another man touching her all these years later and calling her his wife spiked my blood pressure.

Shoving the door open, I stalked outside to be met with the familiar smell of the bonfire and steaks on the grill, along with the sounds of rowdy laughter, talking, and…

Holy Mother of God!

I stopped, transfixed on Salem—or, well…her ass. She was leaning over the hot tub, giggling about something while reaching for a glass. But her almost-bare ass was sticking up, and I couldn’t breathe. I heard Nina’s cackling and Goldie’s voice, but I couldn’t look anywhere else.

She stood then, and I choked as I tried to suck in oxygen. Goddamn, her ass had matured into a fucking dirty fantasy. My eyes trailed up her back, stopping on the two dimples that sat just above her glorious, round backside and her narrow waist, which nipped in, giving her the perfect hourglass figure.

She held her glass up over her head, and Nina clapped and cheered. I had no idea what they were doing, nor did I care. I just wanted more of this view.

Then she turned and sauntered over to a pitcher that I recognized as Goldie’s margarita. Her tits bounced with each step, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted them to pop out of the scanty top or if I should go wrap a towel around her.

Pepper called out something, and I heard Dolly’s laugh, but my eyes didn’t waver.

“Brick’s already threatened to blind three guys, and Jars warned Anson he was going to rip off his balls for looking in that direction. I’d be careful where you let those eyes roam,” Fox said, coming up beside me with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. “Anson was sporting wood though. Pecker sticking straight out of his shorts,” he added with a chuckle.

The sight of Nina and Goldie in bikinis was nothing new. All the men had seen them hundreds of times. The interest was in Salem’s ass. Covering her with a towel had just won for what I wanted to do more. She stumbled, then burst into a fit of giggles. She might be more than tipsy.

I tore my gaze off her to look over near the fire. At least five pairs of eyes were on Salem.

Motherfucker.

“But that ass though. Damn, the things I’d like to—”

“Don’t finish that sentence. I don’t make threats,” I snarled at him before stalking toward the pool, where the ole ladies were given the prime spot and exclusivity to the hot tub and pool until Dolly was ready to go inside.

Only then would Micah allow the others to venture toward it. The gazebo, however, remained off-limits. Ole ladies were the only ones with the privilege to use it.

“Oh, look, I won,” Nina called out cheerfully. “Pay up, Goldie.”

Salem paused and seemed confused, then turned to look in my direction. The small frown on her face slowly spread into a massive grin. Unlike any she’d given me since I’d found her again. It hit my chest like a hammer as I remembered how that smile had once owned me. The smile that had always been mine alone. No one else had made her smile like that. Just me.

She probably smiled like that for her husband. The thought weaseled its way into my head like poison burning into my soul. I didn’t want to think about that.

What all he’d had—that was mine. The burning only got worse.

“Rome…” My name came from her lips with a slur.

Yep. She was drunk.

Her brow puckered, and then she shook her head. “No. It’s Tex. Not Rome. Rome is gone.”

The sadness in her tone wasn’t helping things. It only pushed me closer to the edge of my sanity.

I shot Nina and Goldie a glare. “How much did you let her drink?” I demanded.

Nina smirked at me and took a pull from the cigarette in her mouth.

“I’m not a child,” Salem said, bringing my eyes back to her. “I’m an adult. They didn’t let me do anything. I did it.” She placed one of her hands on her hips and wobbled some.

Dammit. She could drown like this.

“Calm down. She was nervous about wearing a bikini. Something about her butt being too big for it, which is bullshit, but she’s convinced. Anyway, drinking calmed her nerves,” Nina informed me.

“I did tell her to take it slow,” Goldie added, sounding apologetic.

“She could fucking drown if she fell in,” I snapped as I reached her.

She tried to move back but lost her balance. I grabbed her wrist with one hand and her waist with the other to steady her.

“She’s not going to drown. I’m here,” Pepper called to me from inside the gazebo, where she sat with Dolly. “Let her have some fun. It’s been a shitty week.”

“Yeah, lemme have some fun.” Her words ran together, and she leaned into me and laid her head on my chest and sighed. “You still smell the same,” she mumbled, burying her nose against my chest to inhale. “Mmm.”

My arms wrapped around her of their own accord and held her there against me. I liked this too much, and the idea of her moving away made me feel violent. My left hand rested just above the swell of her ass, and the urge to slide it further and get a handful was strong, but she was drunk, and we had an audience.

She shivered against me. “You’re warm,” she said. “I’m cold.”

My eyes searched for a towel to cover her up. I’d turned her so the dicks down at the bonfire could no longer see her ass, and that had calmed me down some.

“Where’s a towel?” I asked them.

Nina pointed toward a stack of them just as Salem shook her head.

“No. Don’t go. This is nice.”

Fuck. Yeah, it was nice. It was the kinda nice that fucked a man up.

Pepper came walking out of the gazebo, holding one. “Here, I’ll take her inside.”

Salem’s hands fisted my cut as she held on to me tighter.

I held out my hand. “I’ll do it.”

Pepper raised her eyebrows. “She’s drunk, Tex.”

As if I wasn’t aware.

“I picked up on that,” I replied with sarcasm lacing my tone.

“You take me where it’s warm,” Salem said against my chest.

I glanced down at her, then back at Pepper. “You heard her. Give me the towel.”

Pepper reluctantly held it out to me. “She’s vulnerable. Especially where you’re concerned.”

What had Salem said to Pepper? Had she been talking about me?

My arms tightened around her, and she made a soft purring sound. Damn my dick for getting hard. There was no way I was touching her while she was trashed. When I sank my cock into her again, she would remember it.

Taking the towel, I wrapped it around her back. “Come on,” I told her. “Let’s go inside.”

She didn’t move. “I like this. You feel good.”

So do you, Angel Face.

“Let me wrap you up and get you inside. Once you get dressed, you can do this until you fall asleep,” I said close to her ear, not wanting the rest of the women who were all watching us to hear me.

She tilted her head back and gave me an endearing smile. “Really?”

I nodded.

She let go of me then, and I was able to get her fully covered. At least the parts that had the other men ogling her up. Her body leaned into my side, and I kept my arm around her shoulders as I walked her back to the clubhouse.

“I didn’t think you’d notice me with all the naked boobs down there with y’all,” she said as we reached the door.

“Angel Face, I don’t think there’s a man down there who didn’t notice you. And I was never down there. I was in a meeting. I walked outside and came straight over to you.”

She looked up at me as I led her inside. “Why?”

I smirked. Was she serious?

“Why do you think?”

“Because I could drown,” she said slowly.

Chuckling, I nodded. “Yeah, that was a reason, but not the initial one.”

We reached the steps, and she paused, glancing at them as if they were an obstacle course. I gave her two solid seconds to think about it, then figured fuck it and scooped her up. She squealed as I did so, and her arms flew to my neck.

“Why’re you carrying me?” she asked, then sniffed my neck and made a pleased hum.

“Because it’s quicker and I don’t have to worry about you tripping.” And it gives me a reason to hold you against me without taking advantage of you.

“M’kay,” she agreed, snuggling against me as if she was trying to burrow into my chest.

When I reached the top of the stairs, I looked down the hallway at their room and decided it wasn’t safe for her to be alone without supervision.

What if she left the room and fell down the stairs?

Deciding that was a solid concern, I headed for my room. She could put one of my shirts over this damn bikini and pass out in my bed.

Pushing open my door, I carried her inside and sat her on the end of my king-size bed.

She looked around. “Where are we?”

I turned from the sight she made, sitting there, and ignored the things it did to my cock, and then I got the biggest damn shirt I could find to cover all her tits, ass, and legs up.

“It’s big,” she said, then giggled.

I glanced over my shoulder to see her flip over and begin to crawl toward the pillows, giving me a close-up view of her wiggling ass.

Fucking hell. My cock pressed against my zipper with a jerk.

“What are you doing?” My question came out harsher than intended.

She stopped and looked back over her shoulder at me. “I want to smell your pillows.”

I ran a hand over my face and groaned. She was trying to kill me.

“Can I get your ass covered up before you go sticking it in the air?”

A stricken look replaced her giddy one, and she spun and plopped down quickly. “Sorry,” she whispered, not looking at me but at her knees as she pulled them up to her and wrapped her arms around her legs.

What the fuck was that about? Women were confusing sober, but get them drunk, and it was like trying to understand another species.

I snatched the first shirt I came to and headed to the bed to put it on her.

“I’m sorry if I snapped at you. I didn’t mean to.”

She nodded, then covered her face with her hands as she rested her forehead on her knees. “It’s the alcohol. I drank too much and forgot about what I was wearing and that my butt was fat and gross.”

What?

I stood there, studying her to see if she was being serious or if this was a drunk joke. When she didn’t lift her head or laugh, I realized she’d meant it.

“Salem,” I said, wanting her to look at me.

“Yeah,” she replied, keeping her face covered.

“Your ass is the reason I came to get you. It’s also the cause of several hard dicks tonight. There isn’t one thing gross about it.” Although you might think the things I want to do to it are gross.

She lifted her head and frowned up at me. “Did you see it clearly? It’s got dimples, and it’s jiggly.”

God, if she wasn’t so damn serious, I would burst into laughter. Who the fuck had told her that her ass was gross?

“Why don’t you look at my dick trying to break my damn zipper, and you tell me if you think that’s the case?”

Her eyes dropped, then widened as she sucked in a breath. “It’s hard,” she said, still looking at it.

“Yeah, it is. It has been since I walked outside and saw your ass in the air as you were bent over the hot tub,” I told her. “It may be fuller than it once was, but that jiggle you seem to be so worried about…” I hissed and bit my bottom lip. I wasn’t helping matters. My cock was throbbing, and I needed to go rub one out in the bathroom, thinking about just how it would jiggle and bounce when I fucked her in that position she’d been in on all fours. “I’m one hundred percent positive my cock is leaking pre-cum like a damn teenager right now.”

Her mouth made a small O as she studied my crotch as if she were looking for a wet spot.

“Will you put this shirt on for me?” I asked her, tossing it beside her, not sure I could trust myself to dress her.

She nodded, then reached up to begin untying her top.

“No!” I said, stopping her. “Just leave that on.”

“But…it’s still damp. It will chafe my skin.”

Fuck. I should have taken her to her room.

Deciding I knew just how to handle this, I started for my bathroom. “You can do that while I go use the bathroom.”

I barely had the door closed when I frantically began unzipping my pants, and I pulled out my swollen cock. Gripping the edge of the counter with one hand, I slowly started to stroke my length with the other. I closed my eyes, holding back a groan, and thought about Salem.

Her ass as she had shimmied up my bed. How it would bounce when I slammed my cock into her. The sounds she’d make.

God, the way she used to cry out my name still replayed in my dreams at night.

“What are you doing in here, Salem?”

She slipped into my bedroom, wearing one of my T-shirts. “You know I’m scared of storms,” she said quietly as she walked over and climbed into the other side of my bed.

“What if Mom finds you in here?” I asked as she scooted close to me.

“She took her sleeping meds. She’s out cold,” Salem said, then sighed as she moved one of her legs between mine.

“Baby.” My word sounded like a groan.

“Shh,” she said, reaching up and putting a finger over my mouth. “It’s okay. I’m scared, and I want you to make me feel safe.”

I nodded, trying not to think about her hot little body pressed against me as I wrapped my arms around her, giving in. My fingers brushed just below her waist, and I inched them further down, searching for the edge of her panties but finding nothing.

“You’re not wearing panties,” I growled.

She giggled and pressed her face in the crook of my neck. “I don’t sleep in panties.”

“Fuck,” I muttered. I swore she did this shit to drive me crazy.

Sliding a leg up, she draped it over mine, then rocked her hips against the rigid erection in my boxer shorts.

“Ah,” she breathed in my ear as it hit her clit.

“Salem,” I warned, my entire body now humming with need.

“I want to feel you inside me again,” she panted. “I don’t want to wait. It’s just a month. Please, Rome.”

Fuuuuck.

When I’d ended up taking her virginity on the damn sofa like an animal while Mom was gone two weeks ago, I’d sworn I wouldn’t do it again until she was eighteen. My craving for her had only gotten worse, and having her like this and begging didn’t help.

“I don’t have a condom,” I said as her mouth found mine.

“S’okay,” she said, rubbing slowly. “I’m on birth control.”

My hands gripped her waist. “You saying you want me to fuck you bare?”

She nodded. “Yes. Yours is the only cock I’ll ever want inside me. So, why not come in me?”

A month seemed like a stupid time frame.

I flipped her onto her back, and she opened her legs for me. The wet folds glistened with her arousal in the moonlight. I’d never fucked a virgin until her, and I’d expected the blood, but not her getting off and enjoying it the first time. All I had ever heard were horror stories, but after the initial pain, Salem’s body had trembled and shaken with her orgasm.

“This is what you need?” I asked, stroking myself as I looked down at her body.

She nodded. “Yes. So much.”

Pressing my swollen head against her tight entrance, I wanted to shout that this was mine. My tight virgin cunt, and it was needy for me. That alone drove me insane.

“I’d stay inside you and never fucking leave if I could,” I told her.

“Ohh,” she moaned, her head thrown back and tits jutted out as I slid deeper into her tight sheath.

The pleasure of having no barrier there and her slick, heated cunt sucking me tight—this was going to be an addiction.

“Are you sore?” I asked, not sure how long that lasted.

“A little, but in the best way. Stretch me, Rome. I want to feel it again.”

She needed to stop talking, or I was going to bust a damn nut inside her now. It was enough that those eyes of hers could look at me and I’d get hard, but having my dick in her tight hole raw and listening to her say what she wanted was too much.

“God, baby, that’s it. Take my dick like a good girl,” I said, keeping my voice low. Lost in a memory. One that had remained embedded in my brain.

“Rome, oh God, please.”

“You like that? Taking my big cock,” I asked under my breath.

Then the scene in my head changed. Salem’s ass stuck up for me as she looked back at me from over her shoulder. The face of the woman she was now, not the girl she’d been.

“Fuck me,” she panted.

Grabbing handfuls of her ass, I slammed into her. The loud cry that came from her drove me wild.

“This the cock you need?” I asked her, letting go of a butt cheek so I could slap it and watch it bounce. “Did you miss it? Having it stretch you?”

My balls tightened as I fantasized about her bouncing her ass back against me with each thrust.

“Goddamn, that’s a good girl,” I panted as the crest began to spread through me. “Yeah, fuck, that’s it,” I groaned.

The first thick rope of cum shot out, hitting the black marble countertop. My knees buckled as I released another, then one more. I continued to pump until there was nothing left.

Lifting my eyes from the mess I’d made, seeing myself in the mirror, I knew my days of beating off to the girl I’d loved had just been replaced by the woman she had become.
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Salem
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A hint of tobacco, mint and spice drew me closer. I inhaled deeply, burrowing into the warmth of the scent. It was like a clean, brisk forest with the sun wrapping around me.

Why was I in a forest?

I tried to focus and think about where I was. The thick, hard arms that surrounded me tightened, and a deep groan had my eyes snapping open. I blinked. Then blinked again. The tattooed chest was still there. The smell wasn’t a forest, but a body.

“Don’t go getting tense now,” a deep, familiar voice said with the husk of sleepiness. “I’ve had you clinging to me all fucking night like a damn kitten.”

I closed my eyes again and bit back my own groan.

What had I done? Well, after one too many margaritas. I should have stopped when I felt the first buzz. God, I was a lightweight.

“I’m sorry,” I croaked, humiliated as bits and pieces started coming back to me.

He grunted. “What about? Wearing that bikini? Taking it off and putting on nothing but my shirt, then passing out in my bed?”

My eyes flew back open at that comment, and I realized I was indeed without panties. “Oh God.”

I started to move, and his arms locked, making it impossible.

“If you’re sorry, then stop wiggling,” he muttered.

The sound of Rome’s husky voice was unfortunately sending jolts of things to parts of my body that did not need to react. Especially in my state of dress and location. I was in his room.

I remembered he’d carried me up the stairs. But why had we come to his room?

I bit down hard on my lip at the fact that he’d seen me in that stupid bikini. Enough tequila, and my self-confidence was booming.

He had seen all the parts that weren’t what they once had been. I wanted to crawl into a hole and never come out.

How was I going to hold my head high, knowing he’d seen my bare butt?

“You’re sweeter when you’re sleeping,” he mumbled, then yawned. “Relax, Salem. It’s too early to be that tense.”

I sucked in a breath as he buried his nose in my hair.

“Mmm, you still smell like coconut and fucking honey.”

What did one do after waking up from passing out drunk in their first love’s bed almost two decades later? Was there etiquette to this? Did I act like it was no big deal, like he was doing? And, God, WHY did my nipples have to be hard and tingly?

Okay, I had to remain calm. Play this off. Then get out of here and go freak out before pulling myself together in the shower. I could do this.

I opened my mouth to say something like, Are you sure you don’t mean chlorine water and cigarettes? since Nina had been smoking last night in the hot tub.

But no words came because Rome’s hand slid down my back. I stopped breathing when it reached the curve right before my bottom—and then he kept going. His large palm cupped my left butt cheek and squeezed. A rumble that sounded like a pleased sound vibrated in his chest, and I sucked in air.

“Fuck, that’s a spectacular ass.” His tone wasn’t sarcastic or teasing. “Let me feel it.”

Was I asleep? Was this one of those dreams?

“Silence is going to be taken as a yes,” he told me as he tugged up the hem of the shirt I was wearing.

This time, I did an audible gasp as the callous tips of his fingers brushed over my skin. I began to tremble, but I couldn’t help it. I would stop it if I could.

“Fuck,” he swore in a gravelly tone, then squeezed my bottom and jerked me closer.

A whimper passed my lips, and my nails bit into the rock-solid chest that my hand had been pressed against.

His hand moved further down, until his fingertips slipped between my legs. I jerked from the contact and the mini explosion of pleasure that it had sent off throughout my body.

“Ah, fuck, you’re wet,” he growled, then grabbed my leg and tugged it up to rest my knee on his hip. “You gotta let me play now, Angel Face.”

Play? This wasn’t playing. It was…it was a path to my destruction. Again.

“I, uh…” My words went from telling him that this needed to stop to pleasure that I’d forgotten existed, igniting between my legs as he ran a finger through my sensitive area.

“Look at me,” he said gruffly.

I tilted my head back to stare up at him. The pale green color, which was the very first thing I’d noticed about him, still drew me in. His eyes were heavy-lidded from just waking up, and I was sure that there had never been a man who was more tempting than Rome when he looked like this.

“That’s better,” he praised me. Then his finger went from caressing to gently pumping, but not exactly penetrating my entrance. It was more of a tease. “I want to see your face. Know it’s you creaming on my hand.”

I sucked in a quick breath, then let it out. I’d forgotten about his dirty talk.

When his finger sank inside me, I shuddered, and my eyes fluttered, but I didn’t close them. They stayed locked on his. His pupils were expanding, the black edging out the green. The darkness excited me, although I wasn’t used to it. I didn’t know what it meant, yet my stomach flutters began as I watched it happen.

He used his long, thick finger to slide into me, then out in a torturously slow rhythm.

“This was my pussy.” His words sounded like a growl as his jaw tightened. “It was always supposed to be mine.”

Although that claim made me pant, I didn’t want to think about it. Not what it meant. Not right now. The guilt would come, and I wanted this moment with him. As much as it might hurt later, I wanted this. I just hadn’t realized how much.

His eyes dropped to my mouth, and I watched as his tongue traced his bottom lip. The silver bar that pierced it caught my attention. Before I could think about it much more, he lowered his head and cupped the back of my head, his hand bringing me closer to him.

The press of his warm lips on mine caused a small cry or moan—I wasn’t sure which, but a surge of elation pierced my soul, as if to wake it from dormancy. He invaded my mouth, and the flick of his tongue had me clambering to get closer to him. I grabbed his arms and arched against him, savoring his taste. The connection made my heart thump wildly.

Rome’s chest rumbled with a sound of satisfaction as his fingers tangled in my hair. There was nothing else. Not now. Just us. His tongue—although it felt different now—tangled with mine, as if I was the only thing that could sate his craving.

“Goddamn, you still taste sweet,” he rasped as his mouth left mine to trail kisses along my jawline, all the way to the pulse in my neck. With the tip of his tongue, he licked the spot, then pressed his lips to it. “Roll onto your back. I want to see if your pussy still tastes like honeysuckle.”

That hit a chord that I wished had been left alone. I didn’t want to think about it or…Eamon. But the mix of emotions came in a rush and sat heavily on my chest. Rome didn’t wait for me to move; he used his body to pin me to the mattress. He braced his arms on either side of my head as he stared down at me.

“Don’t get in your head now, Angel Face. We’ve already unleashed this. I can’t shut it off.” His words felt almost like a warning.

I swallowed hard, wishing I could block it out. Separate the two. The before and the after. But I didn’t think that would ever be possible. I dropped my gaze, and he immediately grabbed my chin, forcing my head back so that I had to look at him.

“Eyes on me,” he ordered.

It was hard to look at him and deal with all the other stuff. He was the reason for it all. The cause for every choice I had made since I had been sixteen years old. And somehow, even without me telling him about Rome, Eamon had known that.

“You used to love having my head between your legs.” His voice was thick and husky.

I remembered. I remembered everything. Even when I wanted to forget it. Every moment.

He let go of my chin and ran his finger down the side of my face. “Still so fucking beautiful.”

If I let him, he’d ruin me. But how did I protect myself from this man when all I wanted was to be here with him?

“Talk to me. I used to not be able to get you to shut up.” He smirked as the corners of his eyes crinkled with amusement.

“I don’t…” I stopped. God, how did I say this? “It’s just…I…I don’t do that. I mean…I don’t enjoy it anymore. It…it wasn’t something I did.”

Talking about the intimacy I had shared with Eamon felt so forbidden that I couldn’t say any more. It felt like I was betraying someone who had loved me, sacrificed for me, and accepted that I gave him what I could of myself while he gave me all of him.

Rome’s eyes narrowed, and I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. He shifted and settled between my legs. The hard length of his erection pressed against my clit, causing me to gasp loudly. If he was trying to distract me, then this would work.

“You telling me your husband didn’t eat your pussy?”

Not exactly.

I shook my head. “No, he did, but…I just didn’t enjoy it. We stopped doing that.”

The challenge that lit his eyes made me tense. Even with his body covering me and his heat seeping into me. I hadn’t meant to toss down some weird competition. I simply no longer enjoyed oral sex.

He continued to hold my gaze as he moved back, then grabbed my ankles, jerking my legs open and bending my knees so that I was completely open to him. His eyes drifted down my body, making me once again self-conscious, before they stopped and focused on the area between my legs. I trembled as he licked his lips. My clit began to ache.

“For someone who doesn’t enjoy it, the thought of it has you aroused. I can smell it. Still smells like fucking heaven.”

“Oh God,” I whispered, closing my eyes.

“Eyes on me,” he snarled, and I opened them again to see him scowling. “When my mouth is making you scream out your orgasm, I want you to know who the fuck is doing it. Whose goddamn mouth it is.”

That was laughable. No one had ever made me orgasm but him. My body only came alive when it was Rome touching it. I’d thought he had broken me. That I no longer enjoyed sexual things. I relied on my vibrator to get me off after sex with Eamon.

He held my gaze as he lowered his head.

The first swipe of his tongue caused my hips to buck off the mattress. The sound I made was loud, and I wasn’t sure how to describe it. His deep chuckle vibrated against my clit, only igniting more waves of euphoria to race through me. My hands fisted the sheets beneath me, and nothing else mattered. All the other thoughts or worries were gone. There was no guilt.

The addition of the metal in his tongue only heightened the experience. It had been so long since I’d felt this way—out of control, lost to my own pleasure, wanting nothing but the high that came with my release—that I wondered briefly how I’d lived without this for so many years.

Rome’s finger slid inside my opening the exact moment his tongue circled my clit. I felt like a million tiny sparks of light exploded out of me as I was catapulted into complete rapture. His name tore from my lips, and I continued to ride my release while his eyes held mine and he moved over me.

There was no pause or thought before he sank inside me with a hoarse groan. “Fuuuuck.”

My inner walls clenched tightly from the invasion. His girth was thicker than my body was accustomed to, and it had me panting as I adjusted to the size.

“Jesus, Angel Face,” he hissed. “How is this pussy so tight?”

I didn’t want to answer that. I didn’t want to think about the people we’d been with in between the before and after. This was just us. Rome and Salem. No one else would come in and ruin it.

He began to pull back, then thrust in deeper, and my eyes flew open wide as I felt something other than his cock rubbing inside me.

His lips quirked at my expression.

It rubbed again, and a low moan tore from me.

God, what was he doing?

He picked up speed on his thrusting, and the veins in his neck stood out. Whatever he was doing to me was building inside me at a frantic pace. The sensation wasn’t like anything I’d known before, and I felt tremors course through my body.

“Fuck, I love this cunt,” he panted, his eyes wild as he watched me.

It was as if I were being dangled off a cliff; adrenaline, fear, exhilaration all melded in this moment.

“Rome,” I cried, uncertain what this was, but the strength of it was already overpowering, and it hadn’t happened yet.

“That’s it,” he said through clenched teeth. “Say my name.”

“Oh God, Rome.” A franticness hit me, and I grabbed on to his arms, sinking my nails into the hard flesh when my climax slammed into me with such force that I lost my breath.

“Fuck, baby! FUCK!” Rome’s shouts sounded distant as I shook and floated off in my own release.

His fingers dug into my scalp as he yanked my hair, causing my eyes to fly back open, which I hadn’t realized I’d closed.

“Mine.” He said the singular word as I let out another moan.

Then a roar ripped out of him, and his body jerked against me. The pulse of his load began to fill me. His mouth was open slightly as his eyes, dark with pleasure, never left mine.

As we both slowly came back to earth, I noticed the dampness beneath my bottom and on my inner thighs. What was that? You couldn’t accidentally pee during an orgasm, could you? Oh God, was that something that happened when you got old?

“When the fuck did you start squirting?” he asked hoarsely.

“What?”

His nostrils flared, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Squirting, Salem. When did you start doing that?”

Squirting did not sound good, and panic began to steal the joy I’d just experienced. I shook my head as my eyes stung. If I had done something gross and ruined this experience while I’d been splintering into oblivion, then I might die.

I shook my head. “I don’t. I didn’t mean to. I don’t know what it is.” I stumbled over my words.

This was what happened when you were deprived of sexual pleasure for two decades. Your body freaked out and did weird stuff.

Relief or satisfaction—I wasn’t sure which, one or maybe both—lit his eyes as he smiled. “You’ve never done that before?”

I shook my head, still not sure what that was. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

A pleased chuckle fell from his lips, and he dropped his head to kiss my neck. “You don’t feel how wet the sheets are?” He pulled my earlobe between his teeth.

Hesitantly, I nodded. I’d hoped I was imagining it.

“That’s from you squirting,” he said. “On my fucking cock.”

He seemed extremely pleased about this, but it sounded like I had bladder problems I wasn’t aware of. Why would he like that?

The tip of his nose ran along my ear, and then he pressed a kiss beneath it before nuzzling the crook of my neck and inhaling. “It was the metal in my cock, wasn’t it? You’re so damn tight that my piercing was hitting your G-spot hard. Mmm, fuck, that was hot.”

His piercing. I’d forgotten about that.

“What…what is squirting exactly?” I asked, feeling like an idiot since he seemed to think I should know.

He let out another amused chuckle as he slowly lifted his head to look down at me. “Female ejaculation.”

Oh.

Ohhh.

Oh my God!

He pinched my chin, then pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “It was the hottest fuck I’ve ever had.”

Oh.

My chest warmed, and my lips stretched across my face.
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Tex
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The women went completely silent the moment I stepped into the kitchen.

Nina’s expression gave away exactly what they’d been talking about.

Salem had bolted from my room as soon as she had a chance. I could have stopped her, but I kind of needed a moment to straighten shit out in my head too. Fucking her had very likely been a mistake. One I would do again…and again. But still a mistake.

Not because I didn’t want to or because I didn’t want her.

Last night, while she’d drunkenly snuggled against my chest, she’d said it felt good to be home and mumbled a final, “I love you,” before passing out.

She didn’t remember it, and I’d lied to her about finding her passed out when I finished in the bathroom. I didn’t think she was ready to face the truths she hadn’t minded sharing while wasted. But those words had taken the lock I’d so firmly clicked into place eighteen years ago and destroyed it, opening up the door that held what I felt for her wide fucking open.

And that was why I shouldn’t have fucked her. Not yet. Not while Liam was trying to find out for Blaise Hughes if she knew who she had been married to. Because that could come back to bite me in the ass.

Having sex with her hadn’t happened because Liam had told me to. He was the last thing on my mind when I gave in and took what I wanted. I’d wanted it since the moment she’d stepped out of the restroom at Pepper’s bar and blinked at me, wide-eyed, in surprise, then said my tongue was pierced. I’d seen the girl she used to be. It was as if nothing had changed. Eighteen years had been erased, and she was mine. My response then was to remind myself that those years had happened and she wasn’t mine. I’d believed she belonged to someone else at the time.

She was mine now though. I’d just claimed what had always been mine.

If it came down to it and she was guilty by association, then I’d take her and run. Leave behind the family I had here. There was nothing more important to me than family. The Judgment had become that, but they hadn’t come first. They’d come after, and nothing had ever been stronger than what had come before.

Salem.

She glanced back over her shoulder at me, and her cheeks colored a pretty pink at having been caught talking about me. Us.

Had she told them we’d fucked? The thought made me grin.

“A little late for breakfast,” Goldie chirped.

“I had a reason to stay in bed,” I replied.

Salem’s expression was a bashful, surprised one. She’d taken a shower, and her hair still looked slightly damp. But there was no makeup on her face. She didn’t need it. Fresh, like she was now, was perfect on her.

“Did you now?” Nina said. “Do tell.”

I walked over to Salem, and those almond-shaped eyes of hers only got bigger as I approached.

“Sounded like you’d already gotten the details Salem was okay with you having,” I said, looking at her, not Nina. “Don’t be greedy.”

“I didn’t,” Salem blurted out, shaking her head. “I mean, I wasn’t saying—” She stopped again, her face a bright red at this point.

I reached out to tuck some hair behind her ear so I had a full view of her face. “What weren’t you saying, Angel Face?” I asked her.

Her tongue darted out to lick her lips. “I didn’t tell them anything.”

“But now that we know there is something to tell, we would just love to hear all the details,” Nina said, and then Goldie shoved her arm, shushing her.

I winked at Salem to ease her obvious distress over their curiosity, then lifted my eyes back to Nina. “If you give me a bacon biscuit to go, I’ll get out of here, and Salem can tell you whatever she wants.”

“Deal,” Nina replied. “Are you headed to Ocala today?”

I watched Salem’s body tense up, but she didn’t look at me. She fiddled with the handle on her coffee cup, attempting to look casual, but her body language said something else. She didn’t want me to go. I managed not to break out into a grin.

“No. A couple of Hughes men are coming in to go over some things that they’re helping us handle,” I replied vaguely.

“It’s about time you go work at Devil’s though, isn’t it?” Nina asked. She was pushing it, and the twinkle in her eyes made it clear.

“Ringer is going to help out for now,” I said, not taking my eyes off Salem. “I have more important things here to attend to.”

“Aw, Tex,” Pepper drawled sarcastically. “I didn’t know my bar meant so much to you.”

I smirked but kept watching Salem as her shoulders relaxed. She hadn’t wanted me to go. Even sober, she wanted me around. That was good to know. Considering I wasn’t going anywhere.

“Ain’t he just a sweetheart?” Goldie chimed in.

The door opened behind me, and I glanced back to see Micah walk inside. His eyes swung to me, then glanced at Salem for a moment before turning to Goldie and Nina.

“We need a few extra pans of the biscuits this morning.” Then he looked at me. “Liam wants to speak with you on a call in the library.”

“Here you go,” Nina said, holding out my biscuit toward me.

I thanked her, then glanced down at Salem, who was back to fiddling with her cup. She needed to adjust to us. I could be patient.

“On my way up,” I told him.

After this, I would find Salem, and we’d talk.
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Salem
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The other women’s comments about how Rome had been looking at me and the way he barely looked anywhere else, even when talking to them, had made me feel like a giddy schoolgirl. That lasted until mid-afternoon, when I started to open the door to the bedroom I shared with Pepper to see Nixie walking out of Rome’s room. Correction: Tex’s room. He wasn’t my Rome. I’d thought perhaps he was after last night and this morning, but I’d been foolish.

Staying in this room and not leaving—ever—had become my plan. It wasn’t solid, but at least this way, I didn’t have to face anyone or anything. Pepper was busy, and I was relieved. Talking to anyone felt like a chore. I preferred to wallow in my stupidity.

I had slept with him. What had I been thinking? He’d been inside me bare, and that…that skank…he’d been screwing her. I wasn’t that careless. I didn’t just spread my legs for any man. I’d only slept with two men in my life. Rome and Eamon. Yet today…this morning, I’d mistaken Tex for Rome.

Closing my eyes, I laid my head back on the headboard and sighed wearily. How much longer would I have to stay here?

When Rome—Tex had said he wasn’t leaving for Ocala, I’d been happy. Hopeful even, but now I wished he’d go. I did not want to see him with other women. Which meant if he stayed here, I would have to live in the four walls of this room.

A knock on the door startled me, and my eyes flew open. I stared at it, saying nothing. I’d locked it so whoever it was wouldn’t be able to come in. Pepper had a key.

“Salem,” Tex called through the door.

Oh heck no. I was not talking to him. He’d gotten me to be an idiot and sleep with him, but my short visit to insanity was over. I’d had my wake-up call. I remained silent.

“If you don’t open the door, I’m coming in,” he warned loudly.

He was making a scene. I didn’t want people to know what we had done. I’d not given the girls one detail.

Crossing my arms over my chest, I scowled at the door. Asshole. Hadn’t he had enough action for one day?

Me, then Nixie and all her available holes.

The doorknob rattled, and then it went quiet. I listened for his footsteps to know he’d left, but heard nothing.

What was he doing? I knew he would break it down. Pepper would be livid. I was sure they had some kind of rules here too. Breaking down doors would be frowned upon.

A click caught my attention, and I sat up straight, dropping my hands to my sides. The doorknob turned then the door swung open and Tex came strolling inside like he had every right to invade my privacy.

“What?!” I exclaimed, jumping up off the bed.

Tex closed the door behind him with more force than necessary. His gaze locked on me as he moved closer with long strides. “You want to explain why you weren’t responding to me?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.

I wasn’t going to back up or cower to him. If he wanted to burst into my space and ask questions, then, fine, I’d give him answers. My arms went back to cross over my chest again as I glared at him.

“If I wasn’t responding, I would think it was obvious that I didn’t want to see you,” I snapped.

His gaze darkened. “You sure didn’t seem to mind the sight of me this morning.”

“We all make mistakes,” I replied, keeping my head high.

He was inches from me then, and the warmth from his body gave me chill bumps. “You sure didn’t think it was a mistake when my head was between your legs and you were screaming my name.”

I hated him. I hated him for having that as ammunition to humiliate me with. I hated him because he wasn’t Rome. I hated him because he hadn’t been my Rome since the day his mother had died. He’d left me too. I’d lost them both. Seeing him was a constant reminder of all I had lost.

The image of the girl I had seen in front of him, on her knees, giving him a blow job, was replaced by Nixie doing the same to him in his bedroom. I put her in the other girl’s place. I hadn’t been enough for him then, and I wasn’t now. Men like Tex needed more than what one woman could provide. He wasn’t like Eamon.

“What do you want, Tex?” I asked.

“Tex?” he repeated. “You’re calling me Tex now?”

“That’s who you are now. Rome has been gone a long time.”

He grabbed my chin, and I tried to jerk away from his hold, but he held firm.

“What changed? You were soft and sweet in my bed hours ago. Not that the little wildcat thing doesn’t make me hard. It’s hot, but I only want that when you’re under me.”

I let out a hard, sharp laugh. “That’s not happening. Not again.”

“Don’t tempt me unless you want me to show you right here just how wrong you are.”

“God, Tex! How often do you need it? Should I be flattered I was chosen twice in one day, or is Nixie going to be the one to close off the night?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

I shoved at his chest hard, but he didn’t even budge. It was like hitting a concrete wall.

“You know what I’m talking about! You didn’t even try to be sneaky about it. Just took her right into your room. I hope you washed the sheets first.” My words dripped with bitterness.

Tex’s confused look was mixed with anger. “I didn’t take Nixie to my room. I’ve not been in my goddamn room since this morning. I had two meetings and then had to go to Pepper’s bar with Micah. I got back and came straight here when I couldn’t find you anywhere else.”

The joy that sprang up inside me was immediately shoved back down by my self-preservation.

“I saw her coming out of your bedroom,” I told him. “You can’t expect me to believe you just leave the door unlocked.”

His hand left my chin to bury his fingers in my hair and hold my head still so that I had to look at him. It was that or close my eyes.

“I do when it’s going to be cleaned.” His voice dropped as he lowered his head and stared down into my eyes. “You sound jealous, Angel Face.”

“I don’t sleep around. I’m not going to do this with you. I can’t just have sex with someone who sleeps with a different girl every day or night or both,” I told him. “We can call this morning our closure and leave it at that.”

His hand fisted in my hair, and he tugged my head hard enough to make me yelp. Then his face was in mine—so close that our noses touched. “Nothing about what we did was closure, and you know it.”

I winced as my eyes watered. He must have noticed because his grip loosened.

“We don’t get closure. Our fucking souls connected twenty- one years ago, and they haven’t let go. Even though you married someone else. Even when I fucked some faceless female. They. Never. Let. Go. You might have loved your husband, but not the way you did me. Because you couldn’t. When I was inside you this morning, it was the first time I’d felt like I had a goddamn soul in eighteen years.”

A hot tear broke free and began to roll down my face. When I blinked, another fell, and a sob came from deep inside my chest.

Agreeing with this, accepting it, would only prove that I deserved the guilt that weighed on me.

Rome moved a hand from my hair to brush the tears from my cheeks with the back of his finger. “I told you, every woman I fucked since you, I never looked them in the eyes, never wanted to see their face. It was always just you.”

I shook my head and let out a loud sob as I shoved at his chest again. “Stop! Don’t say that!” The emotion felt like a volcano that was just on the brink of finally erupting.

Rome grabbed my face with both his hands. His pale green eyes were a sea of pain, hope, loss, and love. Seeing it only made me cry harder. Because more than anything, I wanted his love. Something I no longer deserved.

“Why? It’s the truth. You need to hear it. Believe it. Realize it was always you, Salem. No one else ever came close to taking your place.”

“Please,” I begged. “Stop.”

“Why?” he asked, lowering his head and brushing a kiss against the corner of my mouth.

“Because…” The word came out in a choked whisper.

He began to catch my tears with his finger, then placed a kiss where they had been. The gentleness of it was breaking me as much as it was putting me back together.

I’m sorry.

For doing what I told you to do?

Yes. No. Because…because…

Because you loved him.

“Is it because you can’t forgive me?” Rome asked in a voice so thick with pain that my chest only ached more.

I shook my head. I’d forgiven him. He’d lost his mother. We’d been young. He’d been searching for somewhere to get relief, escape. I was a reminder of her. These were all things I had told myself over the years. I was sure they’d all played a role in what he did. How he had betrayed me, then let me go.

“I forgave you,” I said in a hoarse voice.

“Then why are you breaking my heart with your tears?”

I took in a deep breath, then let it out and stared at his neck, unable to meet his gaze. Not sure if I was going to say this. I’d not repeated this to a single soul. It had been my shame to carry. The one I deserved.

That’s not why I said it. Eamon’s voice was so clear in my head.

Does that matter?

You’re so stubborn.

“Eamon’s last words…” I paused and steadied myself. Grief rushing over me as I remembered that day. His last breaths. “He said…‘Go find him.’ I asked him, ‘Who?” And he said—he—” I sucked in a breath as my eyes stung. “He said, ‘The one you see when you close your eyes.’ ”

Rome was so still. My shoulders shook as I hung my head and cried harder. Strong arms wrapped around me and pulled me against him. I buried my face in his chest and let it all go. Rome ran a hand over the back of my head in a soothing manner while keeping one arm locked tight around me.

Was that so hard?

Shut up.

Eamon’s amused chuckle replayed in my memory.

Rome pressed a kiss to the top of my head as my sobs eased and then stopped.

“You didn’t come looking for me, did you?” Rome asked in a gravelly voice.

“No,” I admitted.

“Why?”

Not looking at him made it easier to be honest.

“Because I knew I wouldn’t survive the rejection.”

Rome’s arm’s flexed as he held me. “And why were you so sure that it would be rejection?”

I hesitated. Not wanting to make myself so vulnerable. But if this was a second chance, I wanted it to be free of secrets. I’d lived with that for too long.

“You were the one who wanted someone else. You cheated, and you didn’t apologize. You told me to go live my life and walked away from me.”

I heard his hiss.

“I never wanted someone else. Even then, I closed my fucking eyes and saw you. I had to let you go because I’d hold you back. Mom—” He stopped, and I waited, but he didn’t say more.

I pulled back enough so that I could look up at him.

“You were grieving,” I finished for him. “I realized that with time. That having me around was a reminder of her and it was painful.”

He let out a hard, humorless laugh. “No, Angel Face. You were the only reason I made it through the forty-eight hours following her death without completely falling apart. I needed you to breathe. It wasn’t that. It…it was…Mom told me that if I loved you, I’d let you go. That I would hold you back. I didn’t want to be the reason you didn’t get everything you wanted.”

I stared at him with my mouth agape. Words weren’t coming. Horror, shock, even anguish rolled through me.

I’d lost him because of something Vanna had said?

He dropped his hold on me and stepped back, taking his warmth with him. I didn’t want him to go. He began tugging up his shirt. As much as I enjoyed his muscular body, this wasn’t exactly the time. But he snatched it over his head. My eyes followed it to see him toss it, and then they swung back to meet his gaze.

“You didn’t notice it this morning. But then again, I had you preoccupied,” he said with a tiny trace of humor in his voice.

I dropped my gaze to see him pointing at the tattoo over his heart.

“The day I walked out of your dorm room, I went to have this done. I had just ripped out my fucking heart, giving you what I thought you needed. I wanted my body marked as yours. Even though I couldn’t have you, I would always be yours.”

The memories of the day I’d drawn that came flooding back to me, bringing with it the happiness I’d felt. The excitement that bubbled up in me every time Rome smiled at me. How I believed I was the luckiest girl in the world. That Rome had chosen me. That he had changed his life, his plans, all to be with me.

I reached out and touched the ink with my fingertips. The artist who had copied my sketch did an excellent job.

The swell of emotion inside me was verging on making it hard for me to breathe. It was taking up all the available room in my chest.

The single phoenix feather frayed on one side, and two birds flew out from it. One an eagle and the other a dove.

When I’d sketched it, I’d thought about the phoenix tattoo he’d had done and wanted to create something that would symbolize the two people who were my world and the life I’d found with them. The feather was from Vanna. She was the phoenix. And from it came the eagle, which represented Rome. His strength and protectiveness. And then the dove represented my love. The love I had for the woman who had saved me. And the all-consuming love for the boy who had become my everything.


To be continued in…

STILL BURNING, coming March 2025.
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